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NEBRASKA: The State of Volleyball 


The stories behind the Huskers’ amazing program 
and those who take pride in it 


“The real thing to celebrate about Nebraska volleyball is not which players 
won the most awards or hit or blocked for the highest percentage, 
but aculture and community that encourages talented women to be willing 
to risk everything in their individual journeys so that a team can be better.” 


— Former NU coach Terry Pettit 
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ABOVE: The Huskers wait as the Creighton team is introduced at 
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Qwest Center Omaha in 2008 (Ted Kirk). PREVIOUS PAGE: The NU Coliseum, shown in a composite of more than 


90 photos, is home to the Huskers. The panoramic image was taken Oct. 10, 2007, for Nebraska's 99th consecutive home sellout. Journal Star archives) 
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The State of Volleyball 
First set: Fans O=2/ 
Second set: Players 28-56 
Third set: Coaches af 2 


Fourth set: Championships 73-93 
Fifth set: Great Matches 94-111 
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BY TODD HENRICHS yy 
Husker players, fans embrace unique relation: 


They say nothing good happens after midnight. 

Nebraska volleyball fans know not to believe that. 

Not after the 2008 Seattle Regional championship 
match, an emotional, inspiring victory over Washing- 
ton that will be remembered as the greatest comeback 
in NCAA volleyball history. 

From down two sets to none and 9-3 in the fifth set, 
Nebraska rallied to lead 14-13. And as Jordan Larson ran 
back behind the service line, all I could think was, 
“Wouldn’t it be something if...” 

Tcouldn’t even complete the thought before Larson’s 
serve fell between Washington defenders. Anace. 

The answers to why volleyball is so big in Nebraska 
are as complex as that match. 

Before there was a sellout streak at the NU Coliseum, 
there were only folding chairs that amounted to the 
best seats in the house. Before Qwest Center Omaha, 
there was a simple quest for fans. 

Patty Shorney remembers the early days of Husker 
volleyball. 

“About two hours prior to a match, my husband and I 
would head down to Douglas Theatres on 13th Street, 
where our hometown friend David Livingston would 

.have a huge garbage bag filled with popcorn anda stack 
of sacks waiting for us,’ Shorney said. ; 

What they sold helped fund the Huskers’ travel ex- 
penses. 

Nowadays, road trips are par for the course for many 
Husker fans, 

Before NU even won anational championship, Jim 
and Linda Hoke began making the drive from Elk Creek 
any time the Huskers played at home. 

“Lasked my wife in 1994 what she would like for our 
anniversary,” Jim said. “She said Nebraska volleyball 
tickets. 
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Jordan Larson serves during the Seattle Regional championship match against Washington on Dec. 13, 2008. It was a 


Larson ace that sealed Nebraska's surprising victory. (Jacob Hannah) 


“When she found out I had gotten season tickets, she 
said she meant for one game. Now it’s been 15 seasons, 
heading for 16.” 


From that fiercely loyal group of early fans has come 
aphenomenon. Volleyball, you see, isn’t like this other 
places. 
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A packed house was on hand at the NU Coliseum when the Huskers took on Liberty in the first round of the NCAA Tournament on Dec. 5, 2008. Nebraska has sold out the Coliseum 
since 2001. (Heidi Hoffman): 


It’s not appreciated as a unique sport 
where women can show their athleti- 
cism and emotion at the same time. Ja- 
cob Hannah’s brilliant picture that 
graces the cover of this book says it all. 

It features Larson, her back to the 
camera, and senior teammates Rachel 
Schwartz and Amanda Gates, all native 
Nebraskans who for years dreamed of 
playing this game. 

That’s the foundation that Terry Pettit 
built, and John Cook worked to perfect. 
Winning teams. Outstanding players. 
Homegrown talent. 

With increased media attention, the 
audience became captivated. 

“Tf you have a seat in the Coliseum, 
you feel connected with the team be- 
cause it’s such a great environment for 
volleyball,’ Cook said. “The Qwest has 
somewhat replicated that. Fans feela 
part of those players and a part of what’s 
going on down there.” 

I’ve covered this team since 1998, and 
in that time, the sport has gone main- 
stream. Men who never before paid at- 
tention to women’s sports took notice. 

John Baylor, the team’s longtime radio 
play-by-play voice, first sensed the 
change in 2004, as Sarah Pavan joined 
the Huskers and the football program 
stumbled through a 5-6 season. 

Anguishing losses to end the 2004 and 
2005 seasons only seemed to fuel more 
talk about the volleyball team. 

“And then in ’06, for it all to come 
through and they win the title at home, 
it just went kaboom,’ Baylor said. 


‘the fans do the exact same thing for the 


Larson delivered the winning point in 
the 2006 championship match, uphold- 
ing what is a significant part of Nebraska 
volleyball trivia. 

Allthree championship seasons have 
been capped by home-state products. In 
1995, it was Allison Weston and Christy 
Johnson teaming up to block a Texas at- 
tack. In 2000, it was Laura Pilakowski 
who popped home the winner against 
Wisconsin. 

They lived a dream before our very 
eyes. 

One of Nebraska’s countless All- 
Americans, Nancy Metcalf, went on to 
play for the U.S. Olympic team in Athens 
in 2004. But not even that experience, 
she says, can match the feeling of play- 
ing for Nebraska. 

“Tt’s because of these fans,” Metcalf 
said. “They really believe in you and they 
believe you're going to win. They love 
you.” 

That love, Metcalf adds, goes both 
ways. 

“As players, we give them something 
tangible that they can be a part of, but 
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players in return.” 

Thanks to the hard work of so many at 
the Journal Star over the years, this book 
offers a glimpse into everyone and 
everything that makes volleyball unique 
in this state. The fans, the players, the 
coaches, the championships, and finally, 
the great matches. 
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Like the one in Seattle that we’ll never 
forget. 


Lindsay Wischmeier (5) and Laura Pilakowski celebrate after Pilakowski’s kill gave 
Nebraska the 2000 NCAA title, (Journal Star Archives) 


This sign, seen during the Huskers’ NCAA Tournament semifinal match against Penn State at Qwest Center Omaha in 2008, says it all. (Jacob Hannah) 
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BY MIKE BABCOG yy 
Crowd could be double factor for Nebraska in NCAA tourney play 


Nov. 28, 1984 

The seventh-ranked Nebraska volleyball team has 
set two goals for Saturday afternoon, when it plays 
unranked Pittsburgh in the first round of the NCAA 
Tournament at the NU Coliseum. 

First, and most importantly, the Huskers want to win 
and advance to Mideast Regional play. 

Second, they want to win in front of a large audience 
and, in so doing, earn the opportunity to be regional 
hosts. 

If Nebraska wins on Saturday, whether or not it will 
have to travel to a regional may depend on how many 
people it attracts for the 2 p.m. match. 

The Huskers are the highest-ranked team in the 
Mideast Regional not counting Pacific University, 
which received one of four seeds in the 28-team tour- 
nament and a first-round bye. 

But they won’t be hosts for a regional unless they can 
guarantee the NCAA a large crowd by drawing well 
Saturday, 

When it comes to receiving consideration for beinga 
regional host, every team in a region is equal. 

“It doesn’t matter if you're fifth or 28th.” said 
Nebraska coach Terry Pettit. 

“The No. | factor is financial, who generates the most 
income.” 

The NCAA has always taken potential for profit into 
account when picking sites for championship events. 

“Once you prove yourself, the NCAA looks to you 
every year,’ Pettit said. 

How well Saturday’s match against Pittsburgh draws 
could have implications well beyond this season. 

According to Pettit, the Huskers have a “core group 
of volleyball enthusiasts” who are certain to attend 
Saturday’s match, “our bowl game.” he said. 


4 


* 
» 


: =D. aa a 


11 


Back in 1984, the Huskers frequently played in front of sparse crowds at the NU Coliseum. (Journal Star Archives) 


But he’s hoping the audience also will include those 
who support Nebraska women’s athletics in general. 

“If we want to have a nationally competitive pro- 
gram, this match is crucial not just for volleyball, but 
for other women’s sports as well,” said Pettit. 

In Nebraska, which is 27-3, spectators will see the 
nation’s highest-ranked team outside of California. 

Pettit’s athletes compare with the best in the univer- 


sity’s other intercollegiate sports. Senior Cathy Noth is 
an All-American, and four other Huskers are All- Big 
Eight performers. 

Nebraska’s only losses this season were to 11th- 
ranked Texas, 17th-ranked UC-Santa Barbara, and 
third-ranked Cal Poly-San Luis Obispo, one of the 
NCAA's four seeded teams. 
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BY MIKE BABCOCK yy 


NEBRASKA 


THE STATE OF VOLLEYBALL 


Nebraska volleyball program gains national prestige 


July 12, 1985 

Cathy Noth recently left on a one-month tour of Eu- 
rope as a Setter for the U.S. national volleyball team. 

The former Nebraska All-American is alternating as 
astarter. 

Kathi DeBoer, who will be a Husker sophomore this 
fall, is in Colorado Springs, Colo., competing with 14 
other athletes for one of 12 spots on the U.S. junior na- 
tional team, which will tour China later this summer. 

Enid Schonewise is about to leave for Baton Rouge, 
La., where she’ll compete in the National Sports Festi- 
val, and Karen Dahlgren is an alternate on the U.S. 
World University Games team. 

Dahlgren could get a chance to compete in Japan be- 
fore fall classes begin. 

Husker volleyball has gone international this sum- 
mer. The success of these four athletes, three of whom 
are from Nebraska, is indicative of the extent to which 
the NU program has evolved. 

“The talent we have here is probably the best we’ve 
ever had,’ said Terry Pettit, who will begin his ninth 
season as head coach at Nebraska this fall. 

The Huskers’ nonconference schedule includes visits 
to Lincoln by Hawaii, Brigham Young, Arizona and 
Oregon, all nationally prominent programs. 

Hawaii is synonymous with success in women’s col- 
legiate volleyball. Five or six years ago, the team never 
would have made such a trip. 

“They won’t go anywhere that they’re not playing 
one of the top five or six teams in the country,” Pettit 
said. 

Pettit is hoping that kind of respect will help sell sea- 
son tickets. 

“Our income in ticket sales last year was over 
$12,000, and I don’t think it’s unreasonable to think 
that could double in the next year” he said. 


It needs to if Nebraska is to maintain the excellence in 
its program. Instead of bemoaning athletic department 
budget cuts, Pettit is trying to find other ways to gener- 
ate the money necessary to succeed at the national lev- 
el. 

Three weeks ago, a Nebraska volleyball booster club 
was formed. 

Pettit has struck a deal with the Power Shoe Compa- 
ny, a division of Bata Shoes, which will provide the 
Huskers with shoes, warmups and travel bags, as well 
as sponsor the Husker Invitational. 

“We're really moving on all kinds of fronts,” Pettit 
said. 

“Right now, we’re mobilizing every ounce of energy 
we have to guarantee we maintain the same level of 
program. I’d say 75 percent of the time and energy of 
the volleyball staff is being spent promoting, educating 
and finding financial support for what we believe is one 
of the best programs in the country.” 

Much of the promotion is based on the success of 
athletes like Noth, who’s ina position to represent the 
United States at the 1988 Olympics. 

“Tt isn’t like we don’t have a product to sell” Pettit 
said. 

He’s taking the direct approach. 

“We're in a position to give young women the type of 
experience and success they can get in only a few are- 
nas. If people feel the opportunity these women are 
getting is important, they not only need to buy tickets 
but use them,” 

Nebraska has a volleyball tradition, something which 
“takes so many years to build up,” Pettit said. “But you 
can lose it in just a couple of years without a commit- 
ment from the community, and that (loss) can be irre- 
versible.” 
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Kathi DeBoer (10) is just one of many ee Hallves, 
who played for the Huskers but also made names for 
themselves on the national stage. (Journal Star Archives) 
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BY MIKE BABCOCK yyy 


Nebraskans bask in glory of volleyball team’s success 


Jan. 28, 1987 

Success hasn’t changed the Nebraska vol- 
leyball team. It has, however, altered people’s 
perceptions of the team. 

At least, it seems that way to Cornhusker 
coach Terry Pettit. 

Finishing second in the NCAA Tourna- 
ment, after becoming the first Midwestern 
team to reach the Final Four, is bound to have 
that kind of effect. 

“What delights me is how much enjoy- 
ment the Nebraska community has gotten 
from our success,” Pettit said. 

The volleyball team has been an integral 
part of the campus community, though not 
necessarily by choice. 

The Huskers practice and play most of 
their matches in the venerable NU Coliseum 
a busy thoroughfare of foot traffic to and 
from classes. 

Volleyball practices are never conducted in 
isolation. There’s always something going 
on, some distraction, from martial-arts 

Classes on the stage at the north end of the 
aging structure to visits by curious elemen- 
tary school students who have slipped away 
from field trips to nearby Elephant Hall. 

The constant activity “may create some 
unnecessary stress for us during practice,” 
Pettit said. “But it also may help people 
identify with us” 

The community at large has begun to 
identify with the Huskers now. 


That identity has translated into dollars 
and cents, which may be the most significant 
result of what Nebraska accomplished last 
month at the NCAA Final Four in Stockton, 
Calif. 

For the first time in 10 years, the Huskers 
have established a “significant corporate re- 
lationship,’ through which their United 
States Volleyball Association offseason pro- 
gram will be sponsored, Pettit said. 

The sponsor is FirsTier Bank of Lincoln, 
“our most prominent recruit.” 

The USVBA team, which will play as 
FirsTier, is comprised of Huskers and “is in- 
tegral to our program” in developing players 
according to Pettit. 

Nebraska finished seventh at the USVBA 
nationals in Wichita, Kan., a year ago and 
fifth at the tournament in Long Island, NYY., 
the year before. 

Both finishes were the highest by teams of 
collegiate players. 

Those experiences provided the founda- 
tion forthe Huskers’ fifth- and second- 
place finishes in the NCAA Tournament the 
last two collegiate seasons. 

Since Nebraska’s USVBA open-season 
team doesn’t use university funds, “it’s vital 
to get corporate sponsorship,” Pettit said. It’s 
also “a healthy sign, a major corporation 
looking to identify with a women’s athletic 
team.” 
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OU snaps NU’s 61-match 
conference winning streak 


BY PAUL HAMMEL 
Nov. 25, 1987 


Tears flowed on both sides of the net when Oklahoma ended Ne- 
braska’s 61-match conference winning streak on Sunday at the Big 
Eight Volleyball Tournament in Salina, Kan. 

“Everybody cried” said Oklahoma coach Miles Pabst. “We cried 
because we were happy, and the Nebraska kids cried because they 
were in shock.” : 

The stunning loss denied the No. 10-ranked Huskers a 12th con- 
secutive tournament title and an automatic berth in the NCAA 
Tournament. It was the first time the Sooners had beaten Nebraska 
in 20 matches, and the first time OU had even won a game vs. NU 
this season. Oklahoma won Sunday’s match 3-1 after being swept 
0-3 twice earlier. 

Nobody took Sunday’s loss harder than Nebraska’s Kathi DeBoer, 
the team’s only senior. 

“We hadn’t lost a Big Eight game since I’ve been here and now, 
aaaaahhh?’ DeBoer said Tuesday, expressing frustration with a sen- 
tence-ending scream. ; 

“They played real well — I don’t want to take anything away from 
them — but we were unorganized and didn’t do things well?’ De- 
Boer said. “We can beat them, we just didn’t play the way we could. 
That’s almost more frustrating.” 

Said NU coach Terry Pettit: “We were almost disinterested in the 
match. That’s the first time I’ve ever seen a Nebraska team play 
without intensity and emotion.” 

Nebraska, the NCAA runner-up last year, has lost three ofits last 
six matches after starting 24-1. Two of the losses came at No. 7 
Texas. 
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Fans wait to get into the NU Soflaanin for the Huskers’ national championship victory celebration 


BY PAULHAMMEL yy 


Coliseum renovation will be 


boon for Husker pr 


May 12, 1988 

Nebraska volleyball coach Terry 
Pettit has adream — to walk out for 
the home opener this September 
and see fans lining the court, anda 
waiting line for tickets stretching 
across the lawn in front of the NU 
Coliseum. 

“My goal is to make Nebraska 
volleyball an event, something Ne- 
braskans have to be at.” said the 
11-year coach. 

Pettit figures he’s now closing in 
on that dream. Crews have begun 
renovating the NU Coliseum, work 
that includes creating a fully en- 
closed arena for volleyball. Eight- 
hundred additional seats will be in- 
stalled in time for the Huskers’ 
home opener Sept. 2. 

“We've always had the product 
and we've always had the interest,” 
said Pettit. “Now we're going to 
have the facility to showcase it” 

The volleyball court work is a 
small part of phase two of the proj- 
ect to build the Cook Indoor Prac - 
tice Pavilion, renovate the Colise- 
um and add recreation facilities and 
offices at the university. 

The Coliseum’s wooden floor is 


gram 


to be installed around the volleyball 
court, tucked in the south end of 
the old basketball facility, on 

Sept. 1. 

Previously, most volleyball fans 
sat in the Coliseum balcony, with 
only a few folding chairs set up near 
the court. By the home opener with 
Purdue, the bleacher seats will be 
installed, providing 2,500-2,800 
good seats for volleyball, Pettit 
said. 

“This will put fans within 10 feet 
of the play,” he said. ‘The game is 
three times faster at floor level. You 
really don’t know how hard the ball 
is hit if you’re up in the balcony.” 

Because the seating will be avail- 
able, the volleyball program is 
making a concerted effort to sell 
season tickets. Ticket applications 
were included in a recent mailing to 
NU football season-ticket holders, 
and will be sent to basketball and 
volleyball fans, as well as incoming 
students and book store customers. 

The newly renovated volleyball 
court will include anew score- 
board, financed by FirsTier Bank. 
Pettit said a pep band also is being 
organized for home volleyball 


in n 1995. (Journal Star ' Archives) 


being resurfaced and repainted this 
= _ summer. The bleacher seats are set 


matches and women’s basketball 
games. 
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BY KEN HAMBLEION yy 
Players enjoy competition, but also make sure to have fun 


Dec. 11, 1989 

Terry Pettit tapped a wastebasket outside the inter- 
view room in the basement of the old NU Coliseum. 

His smile was as wide as if he had sunk an eagle putt 
for a below-par round. 

“Thanks. I think we played well. Heck, that may be 
the best we’ve ever played,” he said after his Nebraska 
volleyball team crushed rival Illinois Saturday and 
earned a trip to the NCAA Final Four in Honolulu next 
weekend. 

Throughout the interview, Pettit shook his head and 
smiled. He couldn’t stop smiling if he wanted to. 

Throughout the player interviews, Nebraska stand- 
outs Carla Baker, Virginia Stahr, Val Novak and Becky 
Bolli kept smiling, giggling and waving their hands ina 
mock hula. 

Pettit and his players were filled with genuine joy. 
They were basking in the well-earned warmth of 
victory. 

That feeling is pretty common around the Nebraska 
volleyball team. Not the victory, but the honest strug- 
gle that makes this team endearing. 

Just ask any one of the thousands who packed the 
stands at the Coliseum through the season or those 
thousands who saw the Big Eight Tournament in Oma- 
ha. 

The fans cheered every point and sideout. They fol- 
lowed P.A. announcer Steve Johnsen on his calls of 
“Kroooooze” every time sophomore Janet Kruse 
slammed a spike off an Illinois player. 

They honored every game -winning point possibility 
with standing ovations and they cheered Nebraska’s 
opposition for good play. Even the pep band was 
warned by the NCAA representative to stop arousing 


1. ~ 
The Huskers celebrate their victory against Penn State in 
the NCAA regional final in 1990. (Journal Star Archives) 


the crowd. 

The obvious question to all of this excitement is 
“Why?” 

Isn’t Lincoln and the university the place of two 
sports, football and spring football? 

Aren’t women’s sports merely a byproduct of Title 
IX, forced upon the university by the government? 
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The answer to any doubters is a loud, boisterous 
“No” 

“T think we’re pleasing to watch” Pettit said. “We 
have appealing athletes and a good sport” 

The appeal of the Nebraska volleyball team even 
caught NU athletic director Bob Devaney. 

“Bob came by the Coliseum the afternoon before our 
game and told me, ‘I don’t know if I’ve ever seen a team 
enjoy itself more}” Pettit said. 

“That says it ina nutshell. Our team is exciting be- 
cause it does enjoy the competition and the effort it 
takes. 

“We have healthy students who are willing to risk 
failure and still not jeopardize who they are.” 

It is unlikely that any Nebraska volleyball players will 
make a living at volleyball. None of the players will sign 
early with an agent. 

Anational championship isn’t going to mean 
millions for the university. 

No Nebraska volleyball player will ever be interrogat- 
ed by the NCAA as part of an investigation. 

No team member will ever flunk a drug test. The only 
intimidation any Cornhusker volleyball player will ever 
use is the power of al00-mph spike, a spinning serve 
or astubborn block. : 

Every team member will graduate. Almost all have 
for the last 14 years. 

All of those things, in addition to the burning desire 
to succeed, make it easy to appreciate the team’s pur- 
suit of excellence on and off the court. 

Consider what All-American and top scholar Stahr 
said after the match: 

“T would have fallen over and died before I lost that 
match.” 
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Becky Bolli was a senior on the first Nebraska team to be ranked No. 1. That 
came in September of 1990. (Journal Star Archives) 
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BY MICHAEL LARSEN 


VOLLEYBALL 


Husker volleyball team ranked No. 1 
for first time in program history 


Sept. 12, 1990 

For the second consecutive year, the na- 
tion’s top-ranked volleyball team has flown in 
from Hawaii to play some matches at the NU 
Coliseum. 

This year, however, that designation be- 
longs to Nebraska. 

The Cornhuskers achieved the first No. 1 
ranking in team history when the American 
Volleyball Coaches Association poll was re- 
leased Tuesday. Nebraska is 4-0 after defeat - 
ing UCLA, Hawaii and Ohio State last week at 
the Wahine Invitational. Those teams were 
ranked first, second and 11th, respectively, 
and Nebraska was third in the preseason poll. 

“T think it (the No. 1 rating) means more to 
the program than it does to us right now” said 
defensive specialist Becky Bolli of Burwell, 
one of three seniors on the team. “That No. 1 
ranking is going to get fans here, get people to 
stand up and take notice.” 

When No. 1 Hawaii split two matches with 
Nebraska last year at the Coliseum, turn- 
away crowds of 2,716 and 2,856 people 
attended. Capacity at the Coliseum has been 
increased to about 4,000 this year, and 
Nebraska drew 3,174 people for its opener 
against Nebraska-Omaha. 

Coach Terry Pettit also thinks it’s impor- 
tant not to put too much stock in ratings. 

“Tt means that one day in September, 40 
coaches around the country thought Nebras- 
ka was the best volleyball team in the coun- 


Nebraska no longer No. 1 
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For 93 straight matches — the entire play- 
ing careers of all but three current Huskers 
— Nebraska has taken the court as the na- 
tion’s No. 1-ranked volleyball team. 

That streak will end Wednesday against 
Missouri. The Huskers are No. 2. 

NU, coming off its first loss in 30 matches 
last week at Texas, tumbled from the top 
Spot in this week’s CSTV coaches’ poll. 

Penn State, the same team that was 
swept by Nebraska earlier this season, 
moved to No. 1. The Nittany Lions picked up 
26 first-place votes to 25 for the Huskers. 

Nebraska, the all-time leader in weeks at 
No. 1, ended the 2005 season at No. 2 after i 
losing the national championship match to 
Washington. ‘ 


try,” he said. “Another thing it means is we’ve 
played great competition and done it early in 
the season. I don’t know what it means much 
more than that.” 

What does mean more is whether the team 
is playing well. Pettit said he was pleased with 
what he saw in Hawaii, and Bolli agreed. 

“Tt’s kind of early, but this team is really 
coming together well,” she said. “We commu- 
nicate well. A lot will be told in the next few 
weeks.” 


NEBRASKA THE STATE OF VOLLEYBALL 17 


BY STEVE SIPPLE yy 


New-look Coliseum a palace for NU volleyball team 


Aug. 11, 1992 

Callit the volleyball mecca of Nebraska. 

The renovation of the 66-year-old NU Coliseum, 
the home of the Nebraska volleyball team since 1975, is 
nearly finished, just in time for the 1992 season, which 
begins in earnest Sept. 4-5 with the four-team FirsTier 
Invitational. 

The Huskers will play an alumni team on Sept. 1. At 
that time, Cornhusker volleyball fans can watch the 
players who competed in a Coliseum that, before reno- 
vation, had plenty of personality and atmosphere but 
lacked such things as air conditioning and good light- 
ing. 

care during the team’s media day, Nebraska 
coach Terry Pettit said the renovated facility is “as good 
as any facility in the country.” 

Will the improved surroundings translate into victo- 
ries? 

“What you can translate it into is maybe a recruit a 
year that might be struck by the program’s support,” 
Pettit said. 

The Coliseum renovation began in March of 1991 
with the volleyball program, which has won 16 straight 
Big Eight titles and made 10 straight NCAA Tourna- 
ment appearances, as the main priority, Pettit said. 

“There’s no way arecruit doesn’t sense how impor- 
tant that is,” he said. 

NU fans, who watched the Huskers in the Devaney 
Sports Center last season, will like it, too. 

Fans filing into the Coliseum — there will be a capac- 
ity for 4,500 — will be greeted by a 5-foot-tall bronze 
sculpture on a 3-foot marble base that’s being com- 
pleted by George Lundeen, who grew up in Holdrege 


Former Husker Lori Endicott stands near a bronze sculp- 
ture by George Lundeen that was unveiled Sept. 1, 1992, 
as part of the NU Coliseum renovations. (Ted Kirk) 


and now lives in Loveland, Colo. The sculpture, which 
will stand in the entryway, is currently at a foundry in 
Loveland. It’s a generic composite of three female vol- 
leyball players in different poses — one setting, one 
hitting and another passing. 

The volleyball booster club is paying for the sculp- 


ture through the sale of 100 miniature versions for 
$2,200 apiece. 

Pettit said spectators can watch the 1992 Corn- 
huskers play on a “live floor;’ which is brand-new. The 
permanent upper-level seats will remain, but there are 
new pull-out bleachers. 

Fans will notice the new heating, lighting and cool- 
ing. They’ll also notice 30 new banners hanging from 
the upper reaches — 16 representing Nebraska’s league 
titles, three for its NCAA Final Four appearances, eight 
representing the league schools and three with retired 
jersey numbers. 

Lori Endicott, setter for the U.S. women’s team that 
won the bronze medal at the Olympics, will become the 
third Nebraska player to have her number retired. 

The remodeled arena, which also will be used for 
campus recreation, includes locker facilities for the 
Nebraska players and separate offices for the three Ne- 
braska coaches. 

It also includes new offices for Barbara Hibner, assis- 
tant athletic director in charge of women’s athletics, 
andthe NU softball coaches. 

With the renovation complete, Pettit can now turn 
his attention to volleyball. 

“Tf you could have all these things and not have (sen- 
ior Stephanie) Thater, you'd be better off living ina 
tent)’ Pettit said. 

Pettit probably won’t have to rough it in 1992. The 
6-foot-2 Thater, the Big Eight Conference player of the 
year last season as ajunior, will be the cornerstone this 
season. Eileen Shannon, a three-year starter who’s on 
pace to become the school’s all-time kill leader, and 
Debbie Brand are the other seniors. 


‘ 
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Recruiting in-state athletes gives Huskers leg up on competition 


Sept. 24, 1993 

The Nebraska volleyball program sent 
letters to every high school in the state, 
recently, inquiring about athletes who 
might be interested in walking on with 
the Huskers. Within 48 hours, replies 
began arriving, Nebraska coach Terry 
Pettit said. 

Such are the lines of communication 
between his program and coaches of the 
strongest high school girls sport in the 
state. ; 

The ability to recruit 60 percent of his 
athletes from within the state “gives us 
tremendous stability,” Pettit said earlier 
this week. The American Volleyball 
Coaches Association weekly poll had 
just been released, and his young team 
had moved up to No. 3. 

Because of the Huskers’ early season 
success, “we’re having to adjust our 
goals,’ Pettit said. “Maybe, if we stay 
healthy — and that’s abig if — we can 
get back to the Final Four?’ 

Nebraska has reached the NCAA semi- 
finals three times since 1986. The 
Huskers’ most recent trip was in 1990. 
They have played in 11 consecutive NCAA 
Tournaments. That’s stability for you. 

Before the season, Volleyball Monthly 
magazine included the Huskers’ Allison 
Weston among the top four collegiate 
players in the country. Pettit was sur- 
prised by her inclusion, not because she 
lacks the ability. Weston “is as bright 


Allison Weston is considered one of the best volleyball players to ever 


state of Nebraska. (Journal Star Archives) 


ji 


come out of the 


and as competitive as anyone I’ve 
coached.” he said. But, rather, because 
she’s asophomore. 

Pettit thought Weston still needed to 
mature to compete at that level. Nine 
games into the season, he’s not so sure. 

Weston is from Papillion-La Vista 
High School, where “she had as good a 


coach as there is in the state,” said Pettit. 


Gwen Egbert, Weston’s high school 
coach, played for Pettit at Nebraska. “She 
did a wonderful job with Ally?” he said. 
That’s evident in Weston’s immediate, 
and considerable, success as a Husker. 

Weston is among dozens of in-state 


athletes who have contributed signifi- 
cantly to Nebraska’s success since Pettit 
became the head coach 17 years ago. Sat- 
urday, he coached his 500th victory. 

Without solid support from the ad- 
ministration, “there’s no way, as com- 
petitive as I am, that I would have stayed 
at Nebraska for 17 years,” Pettit said. “I 
don’t know that I'd be coaching some- 
where else. But I don’t think I’d be 
coaching here.” 

Without a steady flow of talented in- 
state athletes, he might not have enjoyed 


quite as much support the past 16 sea- 
sons. 


Pettit’s program has contributed to, as 
well as benefited from, the quality of 
high school volleyball in the state. “The 
best athletes are playing it here; it’s what 
they grow up with,” he said. 

In other states, female athletes might 
channel their energy and skills into other 
high school sports. So much depends on 
frame of reference. And Nebraska vol- 
leyball has influenced that. 

The Huskers’ growing list of All- 
America players includes several 
Nebraskans, among them Janet Kruse, 
Virginia Stahr, Kathi DeBoer, Enid 
Schonewise and Karen Dahlgren. 

“High school kids in the state have 
seen other Nebraskans really do well 
here, and it motivates them” Pettit said. 

As aresult, Husker scholarship offers 
often are quickly accepted. Lincoln 
Northeast’s Stacie Maser made an oral 
commitment in August, even though 
letters of intent can’t be signed until 
Feb, 2. 

Maser was recruited by some of the 
nation’s other top programs. The quality 
of high school volleyball in the state is no 
secret. Even so, Pettit hasn’t had to 
change his recruiting approach. 

“We've never taken a Nebraska athlete 
for granted,” he said. “We recruit some- 
body here as hard as we do one in Chica- 
go.” 

With good reason, as his record 
shows. 


BY MIKE BABCOCK 
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Coliseum provides right environment for successful program 


Sept. 30, 1993 

It wasn’t much of a match. The Ne- 
braska volleyball team defeated Kansas 
State with ease Wednesday night. 

Attendance was modest by Husker 
standards — 2,429. 

But, for alittle over an hour, the NU 
Coliseum crackled and popped with the 
electricity of collegiate athletic compe- 
tition. It was built for that purpose in the 
1920s. And the current flowed. 

The Coliseum has become a conduc- 
tor for Nebraska volleyball. It is the 
medium for the Huskers’ success. The 
energy “wouldn’t be possible without 
this building,” said Husker coach Terry 
Pettit. 

The relative quality of his programi has 
remained constant over the years. But 
until the restructuring of the Coliseum 
began some seven years ago, that quality 
wasn’t matched by support. 

Success is a function of the environ- 
ment. 

“You have to create an event, not just 
an athletic contest,” Pettit said. The 
Coliseum has enabled him to do so. 

Nebraska volleyball is an event, as 
surely as Cornhusker football or men’s 
basketball are events. The only differ- 
ence is scale. 

The pep band plays. The Macy’s 
Thanksgiving Day Parade float of amas- 
cot bounces around the floor. Champi- 


(Journal Star Archives) 


onship banners hang from the rafters. 
The Huskers throw red Frisbees to the 
audience during pre-match introduc- 
tions. The fans stand and clap, rhythmi- 
cally, in anticipation of Nebraska’s 15th 
point. 

Wednesday night’s audience included 
Chancellor Graham Spanier and his 
daughter. The support of university ad- 
ministrators is important to the pro- 
gram. It shows that Husker volleyball 
matters. 


The energy is tangible, like an Allison 
Weston spike. “This is collegiate,” Pettit 
said. “You sense it.” 

It flows unimpeded, through Colise- 
um channels smoothed by nearly 70 
years of use. The arches. The high ceil- 
ing. 

Somewhere on that floor, Fred Hare 
put a basketball in a goal as the buzzer 
sounded to beat top-ranked Michigan in 
1964. It has nothing to do with Wednes- 
day night. And yet, it does. 


a 


“As I travel the country, I can’t see any 
place where there is so much genuine fan 
support,” said Pettit. 

Before the Coliseum was reshaped 
into a volleyball facility, a typical audi- 
ence would have been, at best, one- 
fourth the size of Wednesday night’s. 
The first season in which seats were 
moved courtside, average attendance 
more than doubled. 

“The volleyball didn’t change” Pettit 
said. 

The environment did. Volleyball must 
be seen up-close to be enjoyed. It 
requires the intimacy of a5,000-seat 
arena. 

“You get better community support 
when you give people a place to sit” said 
Pettit, whois in his 17th season. 

Now, it’s exciting. Because of a build- 
ing. 
Pettit paraphrases a quotation from 
Winston Churchill to explain this meta- 
physical connection. In the beginning, 
we shape our buildings, Pettit says, but 

ultimately, we are shaped by them. 

Husker volleyball would lose its iden- 
tity in the Devaney Sports Center. An 
audience of 2,400 would be lost in 

12,000 empty seats. It also would lose its 
identity in Pershing Auditorium be- 
cause, well, it’s amunicipal auditorium. 
“This is a college facility,’ Pettit said. 
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Playing in front of home crowd gives Huskers big advantage 


Dec. 8, 1998 
It’s cramped, it’s dark, and it’s not es- 
pecially pleasing to look at, but to the 
Nebraska volleyball team and 4,000 or 
so of its biggest fans, the NU Coliseum is 
home. 

This weekend, company is again com- 
ing to visit. 

Wisconsin, Cal-Santa Barbara and 
Pepperdine are the invited guests for the 
NCAA Tournament Pacific Region 
semifinals Friday. Like visitors at a Tup- 
perware party, all are happy to still be 
alive but none are thrilled to be here. 

As NCAA Tournaments go, the Coli- 
seum is at the bottom of people’s wish 
list: Nebraska is 24-1 there in tourna- 
ment play. Two wins this weekend 
would give the Huskers their sixth Final 
Four appearance in 13 seasons. 

“There is nowhere else I have ever 
played, besides possibly Wisconsin, that 
has the potential to be another Coliseum 
atmosphere?” NU junior Tonia Tauke 
said. “No one else has the fans and the 
support and the excitement and the 
cheerleaders and the band and the 
(dancing) ball boys. Just how hyped-out 
volleyball is is amazing.” 

Sois the noise, which reached deafen- 
ing levels in 1996 when Nebraska earned 
its Final Four berth with a stirring five - 
game victory against Penn State. After 
the match, Penn State coach Russ Rose 
said the home crowd was the determin- 


ing factor. Although emotionally ex- 
hausted, many of the Huskers agreed. 

How key is hosting a regional? Con- 
sider Nebraska has never reached a Final 
Four without playing all ofits lead-in 
tournament matches at home. 

“Every day that you travel, you lose 
about a day of practice and preparation,’ 
Nebraska coach Terry Pettit said. “The 
home crowd helps us alot sometimes 
when we're fatigued in the middle of a 
four- or five-game match. I think the 
advantage is less the higher level of op- 
ponent that you're playing, butit’s stilla 
tremendous advantage.” 

Maybe too much, Pettit admits. In his 
22nd season, the Nebraska coach said 
the time is right to follow the path taken 
in the NCAA women’s basketball tour- 
nament. In that 64-team derby, regional 
sites are set up in advance and often do 
not include a host team. 

“T hope that our sport moves to the 
point where we have prearranged re- 
gional sites so that hosting a region is 
not so critical)” Pettit said. “(The NCAA) 
probably doesn’t.think that we could 
make it financially, but I think in this 
community — even if Nebraska wasn’t in 
it and we had a year to prepare — we 
would sell those tickets. I think that’s 
true at several other institutions.” 

The current system in volleyball al- 
lows the No. 1 seed to host regional 
matches as long as it stays alive in the 
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tournament. Some coaches, including 
John Cook of Wisconsin, allege politics 
play akey role in that selection. Cook 
hinted Florida earned its No. 1 seed this 
year because the selection committee 
wanted a female — in this case Gator 
coach Mary Wise — in the Final Four. 

Nebraska’s 63-match Coliseum win- 
ning streak dates to the Huskers’ 1995 
championship season, when Stanford 
defeated NU in an early season tourna- 
ment. Penn State gave Nebraska its only 
Coliseum loss in NCAA action, beating 
the 31-0 Huskers in 1994. 

Nebraska has lost two other NCAA 
matches at home, but those defeats 
came at the Devaney Sports Center. 

Not surprisingly, NU hasn’t played an 
NCAA match at the Sports Center since 
a1991 loss to Ohio State. The Huskers 
might be able to draw larger crowds 
there, but it’s too big, too bright and too 
clean to call home. 

Nebraska senior Jaime Krondak, al- 
ready with one national championship, 
is hoping for a second this season, But 
years from now, such awards won’t be 
what she remembers most about playing 
for the Huskers. 

“The biggest thrill in college volleyball 
here at Nebraska is playing at the Colise- 
um)’ she said. “I know everyone says it, 
but that is seriously the best and biggest 
thing. That’s what is so cool about it” 


Buffaloes halt NU streak 


Oct. 9, 1997 


Nebraska faltered, and the winning 
streak that represented such domi- 
nance on the volleyball court sudden- 
ly vanished. 

Colorado ended the Cornhuskers’ 
nation-leading 41-match home win- 
ning streak with an 11-15, 15-9, 15- 
7, 6-15, 15-8 upset before 5,432 
spectators Wednesday in the De- 
vaney Sports Center. 

Nebraska had never lost a confer- 
ence match at home in the 23-year 
history of the program. 

“We got lucky,” said Colorado out 
side hitter Sarah Lodge, who pound- 
ed a match-high 27 kills. “| don’t 
think Nebraska was at its best 
tonight, and we took advantage of it.” 

Colorado first-year coach Pi'i Aiu 
agreed. “That's going to happen to 
every great program at some time,” 
he said. 

Nebraska coach Terry Pettit said it 
happened Wednesday for a simple 
reason. 

“My take on this match is that Col- 
orado worked much harder and 
played much better,” he said. “In 
some ways, it wouldn't have reflected 
what happened tonight if we had 
won.” 

Pettit said his team played without 
passion. 

“| don't remember the last time 
that’s happened,” he said. “The 
team that played harder won — 
that's the bottom line.” 


BY RON POWELL 
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Nebraska program is an easy sell to in-state players 


Aug. 22, 1999 

As assistant volleyball coach and recruiter at the 
University of Nebraska, Nikki Best has a lot of respon- 
sibilities. Working on clever sales pitches for high 
school prospects isn’t one of them. 

Something along the lines of, “Hi, I’m Nikki Best 
from the University of Nebraska,’ is just about all it 
takes. Best, a former standout setter at NU, will be the 
first to tell you the program sells itself to young players 
inthestate. 

That’s what happened in Best’s case. She was sold 
after seeing the Huskers’ success in 1986. Nebraska 
teached the NCAA championship match that year, the 
first step in establishing itself as a perennial national 
power, Pei 

“That was inspiring for me,” said Best, the Big Eight ; 
Conference player of the year in 1993. The former Nikki 
Stricker was the honorary captain of the Journal Star 
Super-State team and a first-team high school All- 
American as a senior at Lincoln East in 1989. 

“As a freshman in high school, watching players like 
Lori Endicott provided the incentive for me to try to 
reach that level myself,” she said. 

The ties between NU volleyball and the high school 
programs around the state is one other Husker pro- 
grams would love to emulate. 

There’s always been a strong in-state presence on the 
NU volleyball roster, talent cultivated by a good work- 
ing relationship between high school coaches and Ne- 
braska coach Terry Pettit. 

“He's (Pettit) always been positive about the high 
school play here” said Lincoln East coach Myron 
Oehlerking, who has more victories than any high 
school volleyball coach in the state. “Nebraska high 
school volleyball was a hidden commodity until a high 
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Pacific ends Huskers’ Coliseum. winning streak at 65 


BY TODD HENRICHS 
Aug. 28, 1999 
Long-term success could be the 
tradeoff for Nebraska losing its 
long NU Coliseum winning streak. 
With six starters returning from 
last season, Pacific became the 


first NU opponent to win at the Col- 


iseum since Stanford beat the 
Huskers in the second match in 
1995. AllAmerican Elsa Stege- 
mann pounded 26 kills as the 
Tigers won 15-12, 8-15, 15-6, 
9-15, 15-8 Friday in the opening 
round of the State Farm Women’s 
Volleyball Classic. 


A crowd of 4,349 — Nebraska's 
ninth straight sellout — saw the 
winning streak end at 65. 

“Pacific just did a good job of 
playing with a lot of energy in the 
fifth game,” Nebraska coach Terry 
Pettit said. “They were more organ- 
ized throughout the night, which we 
kind of expected. This is a system 
we've worked on only for about 
three days.” 

Nebraska operated out of the 6- 
2, something not seen fulltime by 
a Husker team since Cathy Noth 
and Mary Buysse shared the set- 
ting duties in the early 1980s. The 


Nebraska lineup-Friday had starter 
Jill McWilliams and freshman Lind- 
say Wischmeier setting from the 
back row. When either rotated to 
the front, an attacking player re- 
placed her. 

“We could have come out in a 5 
1 and probably been more in a 
rhythm but we really believe this is 
the direction we're headed,” Pettit 
said: “When it really goes, it kind of 
wears on the opponent because 
they have to defend three attack- 
ers all the time. We're not great at 
it yet, but we're not bad at it either 
and we will get better.” _ 


number of players were playing at Nebraska and they 
were doing well on the national level. The success of 
high school (volleyball) here has gone parallel with the 
success of the (Nebraska) program.” 

In 1986, the Huskers had two first-team all-confer- 
ence players from Nebraska — Karen Dahlgren of 
Bertrand and Enid Schonewise of Beatrice — and two 
second-team All-Big Eight picks — Kathi DeBoer from 
Norris High School, and Virginia Stahr of Centennial 
High School. 

NU’s 1995 national championship team had six 
in-state players, including All-Americans Allison We- 
ston of Papillion-La Vista High School and Ghristy 
Johnson of Millard North. 


There were 10 Nebraska natives on the roster last 
year, when the Huskers reached the NCAA semifinals. 
There are nine on this year’s team. 

From DeBoer in the early 1980s all the way to Lincoln 
Pius X senior Anna Schrad, Nebraska high school play- 
ers often commit without considering anyone else. 

Schrad, one of the nation’s top outside hitter 
prospects in the class of 2000, committed in January. 

“Tknow what I want, so why wait?” asked Schrad, a 
member of the U.S. Youth National Team. “I thought 
about taking visits (to other schools), but Nebraska is 
where I always wanted to play. When I went to their 
matches, I always dreamed about what it would be like 
playing for them.” 
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They helped make Husker volleyball what it is 


Dec. 14, 2006 

OMAHA — Dream big. 

It’s an overused term in sports, yet this week, with the volleyball world 
focused on Nebraska, it seems to fit. 

Only a decade ago, Nebraska fans shared in a dream season, watching a 
Husker team capture the 1995 national championship in volleyball, a 
sport of West Coast persuasion. 

Fast forward to today, when Nebraska, top-ranked in the country for 
the second year in a row, goes after the program’s third national champi- 
onship. The Huskers will play in their backyard, in a sparkling Omaha 
arena filled from top to bottom with Big Red backers. 

Can you imagine Nebraska playing for a national championship in 
football at Memorial Stadium? That’s how big a dream this is. 

It took visionaries to make Nebraska the capital of college volleyball 
this weekend. Coaches like Terry Pettit and John Cook, who built, sus- 
tained and promoted a championship program with support from an ath- 
letic administration that went beyond any Title [X intentions. 

It took behind -the- scenes promotion from booster club members and 
out-front publicity in the media that interested viewers and readers 
demanded. It took great players, a mix ofin-state and out-of-state tal- 
ent. 

It took acity like Omaha willing to take a risk to build an arena capable 
of hosting big-time events. And it took fans, not only those lucky enough 
to be in the arena this evening, but fans at a bar in North Platte, arestau- 
rant in Scottsbluff or seated on their couch in Elkhorn cheering on the 
Huskers like they were their favorite team in the Super Bowl. 

Then again, this is the super bowl. 

There’s no beach along the Missouri River that flows next to Qwest 
Center Omaha, and certainly laid-back won’t be the mentality of the 
17,000 fans cheering on Nebraska, but at least for this week, this is how 
and where volleyball should be played. 

Years from now, volleyball fans from beach to boardwalk may look back 
on this week as a time when their sport changed. A periphery sport taken 
mainstream by a Midwest state and a state of mind. 

To dream big. 


Terry Pettit and John Cook 


One was the mentor, the other his pupil. But together, head coaches Terry Pettit and 
John Cook have fostered a program that is envied both for its performance on the court 
and off. 

The analytical Pettit was never the type who would promote his program like the bark- 
er outside of a circus. But 
promote the sport he did, 
piggybacking matches 
onto football weekends 
and fostering interest by 
involving high school 
coaches from across the 
state in clinics. 

When Pettit tossed his 
clipboard upon seeing 
Nebraska win its first 
national championship 
backin 1995, an entire 
state was watching. 

His hand-picked suc- 
cessor, Cook has taken 
the notion of promoting 
his sport to another level. 
More eager tobe a — : — 
spokesman, Cook has the In his first year after succeeding Terry Pettit as Husker volley- 


controls of a program ball coach, John Cook led the Huskers to the NCAA title and an 
that now boasts <ellant undefeated season. (Journal Star Archives) 

streaks next to records SS SSS 
for wins and conference 

championships. 


If Nebraska can capture a national championship this weekend, there’s no telling what 
height the level of excitement surrounding the program might reach. 
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Barbara Hibner and Bill Byrne 


The Nebraska program wouldn’t be where it is today without the strong 
support of athletic administrators, from Bob Devaney to Steve Pederson. But 
some of the biggest steps came as the result of moves made by former senior 
women’s administrator Barbara Hibner and AD Bill Byrne. 

From setting up and taking down chairs at Nebraska’ first volleyball 
matches, Hibner helped oversee the sport’s growth from the very smallest 
roots. As astickler for detail, she was made of the same fiber that Nebraska 
volleyball players exhibit in carrying out their gameplan each night. 

Byrne, meanwhile, yearned to see Nebraska become the all-sports equiva- 
lent of a Stanford, and in volleyball, he saw a sport with an opportunity to 
contend for anational championship every year. 

Volleyball coaches nationwide have benefited from Byrne’s decision years 
ago to pay Terry Pettit a salary $1 more than that of the women’s basketball 
coach. Byrne also was gung-ho in pitching Omaha as a site for the NCAA Fi- 


nal Four. 


Shirley Johnson and The Match Club 


There have been many winters when Shirley Johnson wasn’t able to park 
the car in the garage because it was filled with boxes of T-shirts. 

As memorabilia coordinator for The Match Club, an organization of vol- 
leyball boosters, Johnson has hand-folded a lot of T-shirts that have ended 
up on the backs of young, blond girls and middle-aged men. 

The group sold them for $10 when they could have brought more, but the 
idea was to spread the message that volleyball was a great sport. That’s still 
the 740-member group’s mission today. 

The Match Club’s major contributions include first getting Nebraska vol- 
leyball broadcasts on the radio, working to allow NU to travel by charter 
plane, paying to remodel the Coliseum’s locker room and supporting the 
team’s training trips to China. 


Allison Weston, and the 1999 recruiting class 


As the program with the most All-Americans in NCAA history, there are all 
kinds of great choices as the players who have contributed to the unprece- 
dented growth of the program. 

Certain players, however, are still making their mark today. Dani Busboom, 
for example, wears No. 18 in honor of Allison Weston, the outside hitter from 
Papillion who led Nebraska to its first national championship in 1995 — abig 
step for the program — and went on serve as captain of the U.S. National 
Team. 

“She was one of the best athletes to ever come through here?’ Busboom 
said. 

Many others have followed, including the 1999 recruiting class of Greichaly 
Cepero, Lindsay Wischmeier, Amber Holmquist and Laura Pilakowski. All 
played key roles in Nebraska winning the 2000 national championship, and 
since that time, NU has sold out every match at the Coliseum. 
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NET, and the state media 


UCLA coach Andy Banachowski may have joked about the media coverage 
that the Bruins are used to, but for many programs around the country, that’s 
the reality of going head-to-head with football on the fall sports calendar. 

“We get mentioned in the agate type of the last page?’ Banachowski said. 

Last weekend in Gainesville, Fla., eight media members were on hand to 
represent five Nebraska newspapers and television stations. Such coverage is 
unheard of in the sport and is a big reason for Nebraska’s growth as a pro- 
gram. 

Statewide interest might rank only behind football, in large part because of 
John Baylor’s calls on the radio and matches televised by Nebraska Educa- 
tional Telecommunications. Joe Turco was a part of the first telecast in 1980 
and remains active in what are widely considered some of the best broad- 
casts of the sport available anywhere in the nation. 


Nebraska prep volleyball coaches 


Sitting next to John Cook at the podium on Wednesday were Dani Mancu- 
so, Dani Busboom, Rachel Schwartz and Jordan Larson, all products of high 
school volleyball in Nebraska awaiting their shot to play on the sport’s great - 
est stage. 

Nebraska players starring for the Huskers certainly is not anew phenome- 
non. Christina Houghtelling of Cambridge and Allison Weston of Papillion 
were both national players of the year and Karen Dahlgren of Bertrand was a 
Honda Award winner for Nebraska. Home-state players played key roles on 
both national championship teams. 

Without coaches such as Sandi Genrich of Lincoln Northeast, Ogallala’s Af { 
Steve Morgan and Myron Oehlerking of Lincoln East encouraging girls to 
play the sport and working with them to develop, Nebraska couldn’t be a 


player against the West Coast schools that have a cadre of talented players / 
from which to choose. 
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This season, 48 players from Nebraska played for Division I teams, includ- fan f 

ing seven homegrown Huskers. Snehe ee eve orca 
€ is just one of many homegr 
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own players to star for the Huskers. (William Lauer) 
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All across Nebraska, young girls dream of playing for Huskers 


Dec. 14, 2006 


OMAHA — Two days before the 
NCAA Final Four. A pickup game of vol- 
leyball had taken over a hallway at Qwest 
Center Omaha. 

Pint-sized girls with bouncy ponytails 
and abused kneepads, wearing big socks 
and bigger dreams. 

The ball they played with was minia- 
ture, the net pretend. No ESPN cameras 
around. They served it up anyway. 

You don’t need TV cameras to dream. 

“I’m Jordan Larson!” shouted one. 

“T’m Dani Busboom!” yelled another. 

What better time to let imaginations 
run? Tonight, their Husker heroes tackle 
UCLA in their home state. 

It will be the biggest party women’s 
sports has seen in this state: about 
17,000 fans in the stands, most other 
Nebraskans watching on TV. . 

More than a few of those eyes will be- 
long to girls watching with jaws open 
and ideas racing: Maybe I could one day 
serve like Jordan Larson or dig like Dani 
Busboom. 

As 12-year-old Amanda Stone said: 
“Maybe I could be a Husker” 

There was a time not so long ago when 
girls in athletics didn’t have such hopes 
to latch onto. 

As Omahan Rob Hanson said: “For 
some reason, we seemed scared to let the 
girls play. That was kind of stupid of us, 
wasn’t it?” 


Allison Mead (left) gets Dani Busboom’s autograph as Alissa Paczosa looks for another 
Husker to sign her mini-volleyball after the Huskers’ match on Nov. 19, 2005. (Journal 


Star Archives) 


Sure, it’s true the boys still dominate 
the ESPN highlights, but 12-year-old 
Erynn Westfall of Bennington doesn’t 
much care. 

She’s got Larson. 

“She’s from a small town like me,” said 
Erynn, one of about 500 people watch- 
ing the Nebraska team practice Wednes- 
day at the Qwest Center. Many schools 
don’t get 500 people to come to games. 

Go across Nebraska, and you'll find 


volleyball dreams. In Omaha, there’s 10- 
year-old Erica Thomsen, who watches 
the sport as if her allowance is riding on 
it. 

“She gets as excited watching (the 
Huskers) on TV as I do watching foot- 
ball,” said her father, Doug. 

Last Halloween, four girls from Clark- 
son dressed in what they perceived to be 
the ultimate outfits. 

Eleven-year-old K.C, Heimann trick- 


cr-treated as one of last year’s Husker 
stars, Melissa Elmer. Her friend Katie 
McClintic played the part of Larson. 

“They just thought they were it” said 
K.C’s mother, Kim, a volleyball coach at 
Clarkson High School. 

“Thear them all say, ‘I want to play for 
the Huskers when I get older? The girls 
open up the newspapers, and they say, 
‘Oh, Dani Busboom has her own picture 
that takes up a full page just like the 
football players?” 

On Tuesday, K.C. showed up fora 
youth clinic at the Qwest Center with 
225 other girls (try finding another state 
where 225 girls show up for a volleyball 
clinic), wearing a homemade T-shirt 
jersey with No. 8 and the name “Elmer” 
on the back. 

It was a100-mile trip from her home 
to Omaha, allowing her plenty of time to 
wonder if she might bump into her hero. 

“Thave my Elmer shirt on, Mom.” she 
said. “Think she’ll be there?” 

Rachel Schwartz used to be one of 
those little girls. When she dreamed, she 
was Jaime Krondak. 

Krondak was a Lincoln East girl, and 
so was Schwartz. 

So on those nights when Schwartz 
was so lucky as to shag balls at the NU 
Coliseum, she could look out onto that 

floor and say: “Why can’t that be me?” 
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Fans young and old share love affair with Husker volleyball 


Oct, 20, 2007 

That ringing in your ears while watching the top- 
ranked Nebraska volleyball team at the NU Coliseum? 
It’s the same thing you get when you call Grandma Pol- 
ly during a match. 

If the Huskers are playing on TV, I’m sorry, but she’d 
just as soon be listed on a do-not-call registry. And 
food? That will have to wait, as well. 

“Everything stops around here,’ she said. 

Here is Polly’s place in Gordon, a444-mile drive — 
one way — from Lincoln, and where Pauline Munn, age 
88, feels like the luckiest gal with a birthday this 
month. 

As Nebraska celebrates its 100th consecutive sellout 
of the Coliseum with today’s 6 p.m. match against 
Kansas, Munn will be a time zone away remembering 
her one brush with history. 

Last month, family members surprised her with a 
ticket to see the Huskers play in person. Four genera- 
tions, including Munn and 10-year-old great-grand- 
daughter Kalie Uher, watched NU face Baylor from the 
southwest corner of the Coliseum, realizing a dream 
that Munn said she never thought would come true. 

“Now when I watch them play on TV,’ she says, “it’s 
like a part of me is still there.” 

If you ever wondered how sucha streak came tobe, 
how a volleyball program could fill its building with 
fans for significant Saturday showdowns with Texas as 
well as lesser school-night assignments with Texas 
Tech, Grandma Polly is a big part of the answer. 

Yes, the season ticket-holders are who guarantee a 
full venue, but it’s the fans from all corners of the state 
who help stir the passion that is seemingly 10 times 
greater than what it was when the sellout streak first 
began back in 2001. 
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storied facilities in the nation. (Heidi Hoffman) 


This record is John Cook’s passion, a goal he set out 
to achieve in the same way that the Husker coaching 
staff puts together a strategy to win national champi- 
onships and Big 12 titles every year. When he returned 
herein 1999, he heard all about the sellout streak in 


football — alive and well at 287 entering this week — 
and thought it would be a cool thing to do in volleyball. 
As recently as 2000, Nebraska sold out most match- 


es, but drew 1,956 for amorning match and 2,207 for a 
holiday affair. 


Now, any time they throw open the Coliseum doors and 
the Huskers play, the fans stroll in 4,000 strong. 

“T always go back to the old days where Coach (Terry) 
Pettit was going door to door selling season tickets,’ Cook 
said this week. “That was really the seed that was planted. 
It’s thrilling for me to see how much that has evolved.” 

The 100th consecutive sellout of the Coliseum is a big 
step, just as the NCAA regular-season record crowd that 
will watch Nebraska and Hawaii play Sunday at the De- 
vaney Sports Center is a huge event. 

Because of the demand for tickets at the Coliseum, 
there are those who would like to see the Huskers play 
full-time at Devaney. First, that would create a schedul- 
ing nightmare given the fact that Nebraska’s basketball 
teams practice on the court for countless hours every day. 

And sucha move would be a mistake for other reasons. 
With 13,000 seats, fans could risk dropping their season 
tickets to watch only the matches they really want to see. 
You might only get 3,000 for a Texas Tech or Baylor 
match in exchange for 10,000 seats on other nights. 

“We're not moving,” Cook said. 

Tonight’s match, the start of the second half of Big 12 
play, could be historic in other ways. Senior right- side 
hitter Sarah Pavan needs 15 kills to reach 1,778 and tie Al- 
lison Weston atop Nebraska’s all-time list. 

If only Grandma Polly could see it. There’s no radio 
broadcast available in Gordon, and as luck would have it, 
she'll have to wait until Sunday to see the Huskers on TV. 

But when Pavan breaks the record, Grandma Polly will 
have a special treasure, a photo of her — 5-foot-4 and 
beaming — standing with the 6-foot-5 Pavan after that 
Baylor match last month. 

As they talked that day, Jenn Uher saw tears well up in 
her grandma’s eyes. There’s a love affair with this Nebras- 
ka team, a love affair that the Huskers share with their 
fans, Young and old. Near and far. 

“They know this is our dream as well as their dream, 
and this is our team as well as their team,” Uher said. “It’s 
something to see.” 
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Huskers relentless against Hawaii 


BY TODD HENRICHS 
Oct. 22, 2007 

Relentlessness. 

It’s what John Cook hoped to see when he sched- 
uled Hawaii on the back end of a two-match week- 
end, and it’s what Dave Shoji and the record crowd 
of 13,396 at the Devaney Sports Center saw plenty 
of ina markedly easy Nebraska volleyball win Sun- 
day afternoon. 

The top-ranked Huskers routed No. 1] Hawaii 
30-22, 30-16, 30-24, allowing the Rainbow 
Wahine only 11 points on serve. By comparison, 
Nebraska won nine straight rallies in one stretch 
and seven in another in earning its 17th consecu- 
tive sweep. 

“You can only look at scores, but until you actu- 
ally play them ... they just don’t give up alot of 
points,” Shoji said of the Huskers. “You might get 
one, or maybe two — and you might hear the crowd 
get alittle bit restless — but that’s about it.” 

As Hawaii’s head coach, Shoji has lost just 167 
times in a1,109-match, 33-year career. And of 
those losses, only a select few compared to Sun- 
day’s, when, beyond the first half of game one, the 
Rainbow Wahine struggled to remain competitive. 

Nebraska outscored Hawaii 13-6 to endthe 
opening game, led 18-6 midway through game two 
and never let off the throttle. In different stretches 
of game three, the Huskers outscored the Rainbow 
Wahine 7-1 and 6-1. 

Senior Tracy Stalls, who led the Huskers in kills for 
the first time all season, said she was proud of how 
her teammates responded to the challenge of facing 
Hawaii less than 24 hours after finishing off Kansas. 


Nebraska set an NCAA record for the'largest crowd to 
watch a regular-season match when 13,396 fans 
saw the Huskers defeat Hawaii at the Devaney Sports 
Center on Oct. 24, 2007. (Heidi Hoffman) 


ee 


“We did a good job of working together and es- 
pecially maintaining our composure,” Stalls said. 
“That’s a big part when you're going up against a 
highly motivated team that came along way to play 
today.” 

Fans, too, came from near and far to get a 
glimpse of the Huskers. The sellout crowd was an 
NCAA regular-season record, surpassing the mark 
set earlier this season when Nebraska faced Penn 
State at Qwest Center Omaha. 

Tt wasn’t as loud as the normal din of the NU Coli- 
seum, where Nebraska celebrated its 100th consec- 
utive sellout Saturday night, but Sunday’s turnout 

_Was another significant statement for a Nebraska 
- program that whatever it does this season, it does 
emphatically. 
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BY TODD HENRICSS yyy 
There are many fitting candidates for Husker dream team 


Who would you put on Nebraska’s dream 
team? 

When we put that question to Husker fans 
in 1999, they settled on the seven players who 
were integral parts in building what we see 
today. 

Lori Endicott. 

Christy Johnson. 

Nancy Metcalf. 

Cathy Noth. 

Lisa Reitsma. 

Stephanie Thater. 

Allison Weston. 

You know the names. Their stories are the 
stuff of legends. 

But alot has happened in 10 years. Nebras- 
ka won a pair of national titles. The Huskers 
went to the Final Four three other times. 

NU fans were treated to more great players, 
arguably the best of all time. 

So we pose the question again. Who com- 
prises Nebraska’s dream team? 

First, we need to define what we’re looking 
for. Nebraska followers could debate for days 
who the best players were. 

So, this time, we asked fans to nominate 
their favorite players, the ones who keep them 
turning out at the NU Coliseum game after 
game. 

In all, they named 57 players, which says a 
lot about the staying power of Nebraska’s 
Program. Naturally, because more fans have 
been brought into the sport over recent sea- 
sons, the players since 2000 earned more 
votes. 

So, by applying a bit of a sliding scale, we’ve 
pulled together a few dream teams. 


Pettit team 


Fan favorites among players who 
ended their careers on teams coached 
by Terry Pettit: 

Fiona Nepo. 

Lori Endicott. 

Christy Johnson. 

Megan Korver. 

Lisa Reitsma. 

Allison Weston. 

Billie Winsett. 


Much like the team picked by fans in 
1999, this team has a distinctive 1995 
national championship flavor, including 
Nepo, Johnson, Reitsma and Weston. 

Writing on the “Life in the Red” 
blog, Lance Knapp said if he was draft - 
ing a team, Johnson would be his top 
pick. 

“Why CJ?” he wrote. “Because she 
was the floor general that guided that 
1995 team to the title. 
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Christy Johnson (left) 
and Allison Weston 
were cornerstones of 
the Huskers’ 1995 na- 
tional championship 
team. (Journal Star 
Archives) 


“Weston was the go-to hitter, the 
unstoppable force, the player every 
other team keyed on. But none of that 
would have been possible without a 
fantastic setter like C] getting the ball 
to Weston from crazy angles all over 
the court.” 

Knapp’s “Mount Rushmore” of Ne- 
braska volleyball: Lori Endicott, Sarah 
Pavan, Allison Weston and Christy 
Johnson. 
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Sarah Pavan (bottom) and Melissa Elmer left Nebraska with numerous career records. Pavan is NU’s career kills leader and Elmer the Huskers’ top blocker. (William Lauer) 
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Jennifer Saleaumua’s outgoing personality made her a Husker fan favorite, along with teammate Jordan Lar- 


son. (Journal Star Archives) 
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Cook team 


Since 2000, when John Cook took over for Terry Pettit, there 


have been countless players who won over the hearts of fans. 
Their top seven: 


Dani Busboom. 

Melissa Elmer. 

Jordan Larson. 

Nancy Metcalf. 

Sarah Pavan. 

Jennifer Saleaumua. 

Rachel Schwartz. 

The fans’ list includes two players — Busboom and Schwartz 


— who weren’t All-Americans but were local players who un- 
derstood their roles as Huskers and delivered in key situations. 


Busboom, recruited as a setter out of Freeman High School, 


emerged as a libero in Nebraska’s 2006 championship season. 


Schwartz came to NU as a walk-on from Lincoln East, but 


she played all four years as a defensive specialist. 


At the top of the fans’ list was Larson, arguably the Huskers’ 


best all-around player. 


“Jordan should lead everybody’s list of all-time greats.” 


wrote Pam Holmes of Lincoln. 


Out-of-state players 


For years, Terry Pettit gleaned the Midwest for the best ath- 


letes. Nebraska owned Missouri and Iowa when it came to 
signing the best players. 


Over time, Nebraska’s recruiting net reached farther. Fiona 


Nepo came from Hawaii. Greichaly Cepero from Puerto Rico. 
Finally a Californian (Jennifer Saleaumua) became a Husker. 
Sarah Pavan left Canada. 


All were high on the list of fan favorites: 

Greichaly Cepero. 

Melissa Elmer. 

Nancy Metcalf. 

Fiona Nepo. 

Sarah Pavan. 

Lisa Reitsma. 

Jennifer Saleaumua. 

Those seven players offer an interesting mix of on-court 


personalities. Some stoic and sternly focused. Others fun-lov- 
ing. 


c=) 
“T loved watching Jen Saleaumua work her wa’ through the 
y £ 
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rotation,” wrote Boonies Husker on “Life 
in the Red” “She could smash it in your 
face, roof with the best of ’em and then 
dig like a machine. 

“Then, to topit off, she’d jump a mile 
and pump her fists with that great 
smile?’ 


In-state players 


Finally, we narrow the favorites to the 
All-Nebraska list: 

Dani Busboom. 

Christy Johnson. 

Jordan Larson. 

Dani Mancuso. 

Laura Pilakowski. 

Rachel Schwartz. 

Allison Weston. 

Allseven played for a Nebraska team 
that won a national title, and in so doing, 
clearly won over the hearts of Big Red 
fans. 

Yet Husker fans know the list doesn’t 
stop there. 

“The best thing about Husker volley- 
ball is that even after I’ve listed (my) 
players, there are still so many other 
players who have played well that I 
haven’t listed,” wrote Marvin Harris. 
“The Husker volleyball team has become 
my favorite team?” 

To date, Nebraska has retired the jer- 
seys of six former players — Karen 
Dahlgren, Lori Endicott, Janet Kruse, 
Cathy Noth, Stephanie Thater and Alli- 
son Weston — who represent aremark- 
able combination of on-court perform- 
ance and academic achievement. 

Their stories follow, along with a list 
of all of the program’s AVCA All-Ameri- 
cans, and the fans’ overwhelming fa- 


ba oe “ Dani Mancuso celebrates a point during Nebraska's match against Santa Clara in the 2005 NCAA Final Four (Willi ‘ 
ordan Larson. = = — = = a - William Lauer) 
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Rachel Schwartz was a walk-on from Lincoln East but played all four years as a defensive specialist. (Jacob Hannah) 
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Cathy Noth (right) earned All-Big Eight and All-America honors while at Nebraska, then 
went on to play for the U.S. National Team. (Journal Star Archives) 
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Switch to setter doesn’t affect 
Noth’s offensive prowess 


Nov. 18, 1983 

Cathy Noth was “really shocked” at 
the thought. 

During the volleyball offseason of 
Noth’s freshman year at Nebraska, 
Husker head coach Terry Pettit told her: 
“T’m going to make a setter out of you” 

“He told me he wanted me to handle 
the ball more,’ said Noth, a junior from 
Bettendorf, Iowa, and a definite candi- 
date for All-America recognition this 
season. 

’ Noth was considerably less enthusias- 
tic than Pettit about the change. Her 
reason was, “There goes my hitting” 

Noth’s hitting didn’t go, 

“When I started setting, my hitting 
went down alittle bit andI got de- 
pressed,” Noth said. But she never lost 
the skill. Her determination prevented 
that from happening. 

“Tjust told myself I was going to do 
both.” 

Heading into this weekend’s Big Eight 
Tournament in Ames, Iowa, Noth ranks 
second in the conference in hitting. 
Freshman teammate Karen Dahlgren, 
who only recently stepped into the 
starting lineup, is first. 

Both have exceptional hitting per- 
centages. 

At the college level, anything above 
-250 is considered good. Dahlgren is hit - 


ting .392; Nothis hitting 386. Compar- 
ing those averages to baseball statistics, 
“that’s Ted Williams territory” said NU 
assistant coach Barry Janzen. 

Obviously, Noth must play an impor- 
tant role from now until the end of the 
season if the Huskers are to do wellin 
tournament competition. “Up to this 
point, we haven’t held the reins on 
Cathy, but we haven’t designed the of- 
fense to get the ball to hera lot, either” 
Pettit said. 

At tournament time, however, “the 
team needs to realize she’s a great player, 
and we need to get her the ball. 

“Thaven’t seen a better player all year” 

Earlier this season, ina match with 
Texas A&M that went four games, “we 
set Cathy eight timesina Tow, and she 
put all eight down.” said Pettit. “Twant 
Cathy to touch the ball more now ... she 
has to see it more?” 

Behind every great hitter, there’s a set - 
ter. In Noth’s case, that setter is Mary 
Buysse, ajunior from Marshall, Minn. 
Buysse knows how, and whe 
Noth the ball. 

According to Pettit, effective setting 
involves more than just “feeding some- 
one the ball; it has to be there at the right 
time. Noth and Buysse do a £00d job of 
communicating. Mary makes Cathy the 
great player she is.” 


n, to get 


really benefited from redshirting her first year at 
erican. (Journal Star Archives) 


Terry Pettit said Karen Dahlgren (13) y ' 
Nebraska. She went on to become a two-time All m 
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Redshirt season gives Dahlgren 
head start on collegiate career 


March 16, 1983 

The Nebraska volleyball team’s top 
“recruit” for next year already has spent 
one season on campus. 

Although she’ll be a freshman in eligi- 
bility, Karen Dahlgren isn’t amember of 
Coach Terry Pettit’s recruiting class for 
this year, of course. She’s redshirting. 

“But Karen is as good as any recruit 
we’ve seen this year,” said Pettit. A sea- 
son of maturity has made a dramatic dif- 
ference in the former Super- State ath- 
lete from Bertrand. 

When Dahlgren arrived, “her athletic 
ability far exceeded her ability as a vol- 
leyball player,” Pettit said. One year as a 
redshirt has brought those abilities clos- 
er together. Pettit expects her to chal- 
lenge for a starting position when the 
reigning Big Eight champion Huskers 
begin practice in the fall. 

According to Pettit, with Dahlgren, 
Michelle Smith and Sharon Kramer as 
middle blockers, Annie Adamczak likely 
will move to outside hitter. All are fresh- 
men. 

Because of them and veteran players 
like Erin Dean and Cathy Noth, “there’s 
no question we have more physical tal- 
ent than we’ve ever had here,” said Pet- 
tit. 

During the current United States Vol- 
leyball Association open season, 


Dahlgren is playing for a Husker alumni 
team instead of one coached by Pettit 
and comprised of NU varsity players. 

Dahlgren’s improvement has been 
such that Pettit recruited only one player 
for next year’s team — volleyball Super- 
Stater Enid Schonewise from Beatrice 
High School. 

The USVBA season has produced 
more surprises than Dahlgren. Sopho- 
more Julie Hermann and freshman Ly- 
nae Loseke have worked their way into 
Pettit’s plans for the fall. 

All three athletes are from Nebraska — 
Hermann is from Nebraska City; Loseke 
attended Lakeview High School in 
Columbus — and turned down scholar- 
ship offers to walk on with the Huskers. 
Any one of them, or even all three, “are 
ina position to get a scholarship now” 
Pettit said. 

That determination will be made in 
the late spring. 

Although recent Husker teams have 
been built around exceptional out -of- 
state athletes, “and the Nebraskans who 
had been the bulk of the program were 
not as evident, the emergence of Loseke, 
Dahlgren and Hermann shows there’s 
still a place in our program for the best 
athletes in the state.” Pettit said. 
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Endicott has no trouble taking over as team’s setter, captain 


Oct, 21, 1987 

Imagine Dave Rimington playing quarterback. 

That gives you some idea of what Lori Endicott has 
done for the Nebraska volleyball team this season. 

Aback-row reserve as a freshman anda front-row 
outside hitter as a sophomore, Endicott has come full- 
circle on the volleyball court, returning this season to 
her natural position, setter. 

The transition, according to Cornhusker coach Terry 
Pettit, is like moving from the offensive line to quarter- 
back in football. It’s like the massive Rimington, a for- 
mer Husker center, taking speedy Steve Taylor’s place. 
Or like Festus becoming Marshall Dillon. 

A hitter does a lot of volleyball’s dirty work, digging 
and blocking spikes; a setter is the court’s mastermind, 
calling plays, setting up strategy, placing the ball for 
kills. 

“You're looking for a person with the same type of 
qualities as a coach,” said Pettit, “a catalyst for other 
players, very disciplined ... a person whose No. 1 focus 
isnot ‘how I’m playing? but how the team’s playing. 
That’s a very mature outlook.” 

Endicott, a5-foot-9 junior from Springfield, Mo., 
fits the bill and more for Nebraska. The Huskers, de- 
spite having only one senior and graduating three All- 
Americans, have streaked to an 18-1 record and a No. 7 
national ranking this season. 

“We have a lot of reasons for our success this year, 
but I think you have to start with Lori Endicott,” said 


Pettit. “You don’t have a great season without a great 
setter” 


. 


How great? Russ Rose, coach of Penn State, said En- 
dicott already was better than Tisha Delaney, a second- 
team All-American who set for last year’s NCAA run- 
ner-up at Nebraska. Rose made that comment only six 


Lori Endicott (back right) was a back-row reserve as a 
freshman and a front-row outside hitter as a sophomore. 


But she made a name for herself as a setter. (Journal Star 
Archives) 


matches into Nebraska’s season, after Endicott estab- 
lished anew NU record for set assists against the Nit- 
tany Lions. 

Statistically, Endicott leads the Big Fight and ranks 
17th nationally in set assists and is serving aces at a 


school-record pace. So far, she has 41 service aces; the 
NU season record in 69. 


Pettit said she’s also an excellent blocker, which is 
unusual for a setter. 

But Endicott is a versatile athlete. At Springfield’s 
Willard High School, she played guard, forward and 
jumped center in basketball, and played both middle 
blocker and setter in volleyball. 

Although recruited as a setter, her athletic ability al- 
lowed Endicott to play as a freshman and sophomore. 
She earned honorable mention All-Big Eight honors 
ot year, and has played at the last two Olympic Festi- 
vals. 

Endicott said she knew all along that she would be 
returning to the setter’s position when Delaney gradu- 
ated. “Tlike running the plays,” she said. 

Endicott also assumed the role of Husker captain this 
year. Like several past captains, Pettit said Endicott 
leads by a hard-working and committed example. And 
she can take the heat. 

“She’s somebody in the huddle I can be very straight 
with and you know it won’t affect her mental ability 
and aggressiveness,” Pettit said. 

Said Endicott, “That’s just part of my role. It lets 
your teammates know that every time, you’re going to 
be there?” 7 

She said her transition to setter was not too difficult 
Endicott set for the Huskers’ summer and junior teams 
She said Pettit has been working with her as well, , 
showing her new sets and set strategy. 

Pettit is known as a “setter’s coach.” His last two set - 
ters, Cathy Noth and Delaney, were All-Americans. 

“Fach of them have had different strengths, but all 
had the ability to run a ballclub,” said Pettit. Last year, 
it was “Tisha’s team,” he said. “This is Lori’s team.” 


and in the classroom at Nebraska. In her 


Janet Kruse excelled on the cour , 
three years as a starter, the Huskers were 88-12 overall and 36-0 in the Big 

Eight. She was an Academic All-American and earned the NCAA's highest aca- 
demic honor, the Top Eight Award. (Robert Becker) 
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Ex-Husker Kruse eager to embark 
on next stage of her career 


March 21, 1996 

It wasn’t exactly like the announcement of 
whether she would accept a volleyball schol- 
arship from Nebraska. It wasn’t in the same 
category as waiting to be named an All- 
American and an Academic All-American 
three times each or receiving the NCAA Top 
Eight Award. 

But for Janet Kruse Sellon, University of 
Nebraska Medical Center student, Wednes- 
day was as big a day as it gets fora fourth-year 
medical student. 

“This was the day fourth-year medical stu- 
dents everywhere find out where they will 
have their four-year residency,” said Sellon. 
“Tt’s one of those things that determine a lot 
of what your future is going to be and the di- 
rection you're taking from here on.” 

For Sellon, who changed her middle name 
to her maiden name Kruse, the announce- 
ment that she would be posted for residency 
at Lincoln Medical Education Foundation at 
The Family Practice Center in Lincoln was as 
big as announcements get. 

“T want to get into family practice because 
you never know who you're going to see behind 
the door next. A kid, a geriatrics patient, abro- 
kenarm, acold or anything,” Sellon said. “I had 
some other thoughts along the way, but family 
practice seems like the right field for me.” 

Sellon said she also is excited about moving 
back to Lincoln, where she spent four years 
helping the Cornhuskers to four straight Big 


Eight volleyball titles, a national championship 
appearance in 1989 in Honolulu and the NCAA 
Final Four in 1990 in College Park, Md. 

A Fort Calhoun native, Sellon played on the 
powerful Nebraska teams that included All- 
Americans Val Novak, Virginia Stahr and Cris 
Hall. Stahr and Sellon were sterling in the 
classroom, following each other as back-to- 
back Academic All-Americans and winners 
of the NCAA's highest honor —the Top Eight 
Award. 

During Sellon’s three years as a starter, Ne- 
braska was 88-12 overall and 36-0 in the Big 
Eight. During the same time, she carried a 
grade-point average of 3.90 in biology/pre- 
med anda minor in French. 

“It may sound corny, but volleyball helped 
me learn a lot about myself and other people,” 
Sellon said. “It helped in learning about disci- 
pline, motivation, scheduling yourself. It 
helped a lot to get the scholarship to Nebraska 
and then the Top Eight and other scholarships 
for medical school.” 

She married David Sellon, her high school 
sweetheart. 

The couple ended up playing in a coed vol- 
leyball league in Omaha with former Corn- 
huskers Becky Bolli and Barb Young. 

“We all still follow the Cornhuskers and we 
couldn’t have been more proud than when 
they won the national championship last fall,” 
Sellon said. “That was a pretty awesome. 
They seem to get better and better?” 
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Thater fulfills her role as terminator 


Sept. 23, 1992 

Stephanie Thater’s mother, Lois, remembers 
the helpless feeling of the parent sitting behind 
her at the prep volleyball match in Union, Mo. 

Among Union High School’s 750-some stu- 
dents was the 6-foot-2 Thater, a senior who 
could slam a volleyball with Division I force. 
The players from New Haven were painfully 
aware of this. 

So were the parents. 

“There was this fella sitting behind me,” Lois 
Thater recalls. “And he said the New Haven 
players were scared to death of Stephanie. They 
were paranoid.” 

If you’ve ever witnessed Thater drive a vol- 
leyball to the floor, you would understand the 
Thater fear factor. 

Despite her daughter’s physical prowess in 
high school, Lois Thater says she never dreamed 
her daughter would advance to the level that she 
has as a senior middle blocker for Nebraska. 
Last year, Thater was named the Big Eight play- 
er of the year by the coaches and was a first- 
team All-American. 

This season, Thater is considered to be 
among the nation’s top players. In an informal 
poll of Big Eight coaches, she was the choice to 
repeat as conference player of the year. 

Thater got the vote of Cornhusker coach Ter- 
ry Pettit, whose club is preparing for its league 
opener Friday at Oklahoma. 

“She's playing really well right now,” Pettit 
said. “She’s hitting about .34.0 now. She was 
hitting about .250, but the last few matches she 
has come on offensively, which has helped us” 

Thater is leading Nebraska with 105 kills, a 


344 hitting percentage and 43 block assists. 
She also does a lot of things that don’t show up 
on the stat sheet. For instance, her presence at 
the net opens up the offense for Nebraska’s oth- 
er attackers. 

And defensively, Thater forces teams to run 
their offense away from the middle. 

“She’s just like a great middle guard or middle 
linebacker who forces you to run the ball away 
from him,” Pettit said. 

And, oh, yes, those kills that terrified the New 
Haven Shamrocks. Thater’s blasts move almost 
straight downward when she receives the ball in 
good position — and sometimes when she 
doesn’t. 

There are some Big Eight coaches who aren’t 
afraid to sound off about Thater’s ability. 

“T think she’s clearly the best in the confer- 
ence,” Colorado coach Brad Saindon said. 
“She’s big, strong, fast, well-trained, competi- 
tive, knows how to win big matches ... what 
more could you want in an athlete?” 

And what makes Missouri’s Craig Sherman 
rave about Thater? 

“Besides the fact she’s big, quick, anda great 
athlete?” he asked. “She can dominate the net 
— offensively and defensively. She’s one of 
those types of players who has some God-given 
things but is also a smart player.” 

Despite the pressure of being the most visible 
and talented player in one of the nation’s pre- 
mier programs, Thater hasn’t lost sight of her 
primary function. 

“Tf the ball comes to me, my role is to put it 
down,” she said. 

Her opponents know that all too well. 


@ 
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Stephanie Thater was a feared hitter in high school and carried over that 
domination as a Husker. (Journal Star Archives) 


Allison Weston still holds the Nebraska career record for kills per set, 
averaging 5.27 from 1992-95. (Robert Becker) 
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Weston ponders life 


Nov. 23, 1995 

Someday, when she stops smashing volley- 
balls, Allison Weston wants to work ina national 
park. 

Weston, a 6-foot senior, looks forward to trad- 
ing her kneepads for a fishing pole. She loves the 
outdoors, particularly when she is around water. 

“Tlove water. There’s something that draws me 
to water,’ said Weston, who is Nebraska’s career 
leader in kills. “It’s hard to explain. I guess it’s just 
the life that is init, the fish, and the birds that are 
attracted to it. And the power of water — you have 
torespect it because it’s bigger than you are?” 

It is easy to explain Weston’s power on the vol- 
leyball court, especially if you’ve been on the re- 
ceiving end of one of her vicious slams. Her 
power will undoubtedly come through loud and 
clear this weekend in the Big Eight Tournament 
in Omaha, where top-ranked Nebraska will face 
Oklahoma ina first-round match Friday. 

These days, as Weston prepares for her final 
postseason run, she wonders where the time has 
gone. She said it seems like only yesterday that 
she was a wide-eyed college freshman, just out 
of Papillion-La Vista High School, where she was 
regarded as Nebraska’s top female athlete. 

“At the beginning of the season, I was saying to 
myself, ‘I’ve put in my time in this program, and 
I'll be glad when it’s over?” Weston said. “But 
now I know I’m going to miss volleyball alot.” 

Weston looks forward to life after volleyball. 

“T think I’ll be able to do alot more things that I 
enjoy, like being outdoors and going fishing, and 
maybe even learning to hunt.” she said. 

Weston said she has never fired a gun at an an- 
imal. But in her early teens, she tagged along 
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after volleyball 


with her father when he hunted doves near Syra- 
cuse. 

For now, the only kills Weston thinks about are 
the ones she slugs downward with a force that 
makes her one of college volleyball’s most feared 
weapons. 

She is soft-spoken and humble away from the 
court. On the court, she is a fierce competitor 
who has been known to slam the ball in disgust 
and shout obscenities after making mistakes. 

“T’m glad her career is coming to an end” 
Oklahoma coach Miles Pabst said. “She’s been 
the consummate middle blocker from the start” 

Earlier this season, Colorado coach Brad Sain- 
don said he couldn’t think of five players he has 
ever seen at the college level better than Weston, 
who is on the verge of becoming Nebraska’s first 
three-time first-team All-American. 

She enters the league tournament leading the 
team in kills per game (4.4), hitting efficiency 
(.393) and blocks per game (1.25). Her service 
aces trail only Lisa Reitsma’s 23. 

Statistics aside, Weston has enjoyed competing 
with fellow seniors Christy Johnson and Billie 
Winsett. Weston feels the triumvirate is a major 
treason Nebraska is expected to cruise to the con- 
ference tournament title and eventually reach the 
NCAA Final Four for the first time since 1990, 

She won’t be satisfied without a trip to the Fi- 
nal Four. 

“Tt all winds down to the Final Four,” Weston 
said. “You're always going to remember your last 
game, and if it’s a loss in the regional final like it 
was last year — it’s heartbreaking. 

“We don’t want to settle for mediocrity.” 
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Jordan Larson earned a spot in Husker fans’ hearts with her volleyball ability, but also for 
her joy of playing the game. (William Lauer) 
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Larson serves up lasting legacy 


Dec. 10, 2008 

Not just anyone leaves a legacy. 

Certainly not every college volleyball 
player, of whom 99.9 percent toil in ob- 
scurity just hoping for the chance to 
make their mark on the national cham- 
pionship stage. 

Jordan Larson yearns for that chance, 
but as Nebraska sets out for this week- 
end’s Seattle Regional — its Final Four 
hopes in question — there’s no doubting 
the spot in history reserved for the 
small-town girl with the big-time jump 
serve. 

Whenever, wherever the senior’s bril- 
liant college career comes to an end this 
month, Larson will be the face of Ne- 
braska volleyball for years and years to 
come. 

“Because she’s from a small town in 
Nebraska, and the fact that she’s really 
humble, people are drawn to her,’ Ne- 
braska coach John Cook said last week, 
repeating a story he’s told hundreds of 
times since Larson first stepped onto the 
NU Coliseum floor in 2005. 

“T’ll never forget, the time she asked 
me to come up to one of her high school 
matches. She stayed after and she shook 
everybody at that gym’s hand who was 
at the match” he said. “I thought, 
‘Here’s someone pretty special?” 

Larson’s journey at Nebraska is as 
amazing as the tale of the budding star 
who was representing the United States 


in international matches at around the 
time she was learning to drive on the 
gravel roads near her hometown of 
Hooper. 

Those national team teammates, Lar- 
son says, often asked why, when she 
could have named her school, she chose 
to stay home and play at Nebraska. 

Rest assured that Larson never really 
gave a thought to playing with anyone 
other than the Huskers. 

She came to Lincoln to make a differ - 
ence, and if all those young girls out 
there wanting to be Jordan Larson come 
even close to achieving their goal, her 
impact on volleyball — on this state — 
will be unique. 

“Every match, there’s hundreds of 
them,” teammate Tara Mueller said of 
Larson’s unofficial fan club. 

“One time, she got aletter from two 
little girls, and it was basically about 
how they were her biggest fans,” Mueller 
said. “We might make fun of her, but it’s 
really cute.” 

On the court, Larson is intense. She’s 
the rare all-around talent, someone who 
can beat you in any phase of the game. 

Her nose for the ball on defense is un- 
canny. Her attacks, featuring everything 
from roll shots to titanic blasts, cunning. 

Statistically, Cook says she ranks as 
the best passer this proud program has 
ever seen. 

Yet what sets Larson apart, what had 
folks turning out to high school matches 


for no other reason, and what has every little 
girl wanting to wear No. 10 onher Y team, is 
Larson’s signature. 

She’ll go on to play professionally, and hope- 
fully make arun at the 2012 Olympic team, but 
for volleyball followers in these parts, there will 
be an emptiness to never seeing the poised 
home-grown girl with the ponytail and head- 
band tossing a volleyball into the air and so 
gracefully ripping ajump serve across the net. 

With a share of the Big 12 title on the line at 
Baylor last month, Larson unleashed a couple 
beauties. That was after Cook, seeing how 
winded she was after a few long rallies, sig- 
naled her to serve flat-footed. 

“She shook her head, and she ripped off a 
great serve and gets an ace,” he said. “She con- 
tinues to find ways to take over a match.” 

Friday’s match against Michigan will be Lar- 
son’s 19th in the NCAA Tournament, an amaz- 
ing legacy in itself. 

She won anational championship in 2006 
and played for another in 2005, although her 
night against Washington was one that she’d 
just as soon forget. 

Wouldn’t it be something if Larson got the 
chance to atone for that‘ performance on Sat - 
urday against the Huskies? How amazing 
would it be if she got this team, one hit hard by 
adversity, to Omaha next week? 

Now that would be a show. The rock stars 
who've played Qwest Center Omaha over the 
years would have nothing on the Huskers’ 
serving diva. 

“What was important to me was that I rep- 
resented Nebraska,” Larson said while reflect - 
ing on her career last week. 

In that sense, she served an ace. 


Jordan Larson, who could have played volleyball for any school in the country after graduating from Logan View High School 
came to Nebraska and led the Huskers to a national championship in 2006. (Heidi Hoffman) 


42 


BY TERRY PET ey 


Here's 


John Cook, my friend and head vol- 
leyball coach at the University of Ne- 
braska, contacted me recently and asked 
me if I would list the top two players at 
each position (two complete teams of 
six) who had played for Nebraska ais 
ball for this book. 

I politely decline for a couple gis rea- 
sons. First of all, one of my purposes as a 
head coach was to find a way for each in- 
dividual player to reach her potential. 
My focus was not so much on whether 
or not they were better than their team- 
mate or teammates from previous teams 
but whether or not they were continuing 
to develop and take on new challenges as 
they moved through their college ca- 
reers. 

Secondly, it is impossible for me to 
compare players who competed in dif- 
ferent years, let alone different decades. 
Collegiate volleyball in 2009 is neither 
easier nor harder than it was in previous 
decades, but it is different. Terri 
Kanouse (1978-81), Karen Dahlgren 
(1983-86), Virginia Stahr (1985- 88), 
Stephanie Thater (1989-92), Allison 
Weston (1992-95), Megan Korver 
(1996-98) and Amber Holmquist 
(1999-02) were among All-America 
middle blockers that I had the good for- 
tune to coach. 

All but Holmquist played when there 
was no libero and were primary passers 
and back-row defenders as well as 
strong net players. Karen Dahlgren, the 
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1986 Broderick Award winner, was the 
first Nebraska player (and perhaps the 
first collegiate player) to run the slide. It 
was like coming onto the court witha 
machine gun when the opponent had 
bows and arrows. 

Jenny Kropp played perhaps as strong 
amatch as any Husker has ever played in 
the Final Four when Nebraska beat 
Hawaii 3-1in the semifinals of the 2000 
NCAA National Championship. Megan 
Korver was a key player on a team that 
returned to the Final Four with only two 
returning starters and had the final killin 
transition in what some people consider 
the best Husker home match of all time, 
when Nebraska beat Penn State in the 
1996 NCAA regionals 20-18 in the fifth 
game. 

Allison Weston, the 1995 player of the 
year, was the best transition middle at- 
tacker in the country her junior and sen- 
ior seasons, but was strong enough in 
her all-around skills to be a team captain 
as an outside hitter on the 2000 U.S. 
Olympic Team. 

Terri Kanouse, a three-time Big Eight 
MVP and Nebraska’s first All-Ameri- 
can, played before the development of 
the slide, which I believe would have 
made her an even more dominant player 
because of her explosiveness on the 
floor. 

Virginia Stahr was a three-time All- 
American who played in two national 
championship matches, one of them asa 
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Terry Pettit says Karen Dahlgren was the first Husker to run the slide: “It was like coming 
onto the court with a machine gun when the opponent had bows and arrows.” 
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senior following significant shoulder sur- 
gery. 

Amber Holmquist was the strongest 
blocker in the country her final two sea- 
sons, but saw fewer sets because of an of- 
fense that was oriented to outside hitters. 
Had she played on a team that focused on 
her strengths, she might have been as dom- 
inant, offensively. 

I didn’t have the opportunity to coach 
Melissa Elmer (2007) or any of the other 
exceptional Husker middle blockers of the 
past eight years so it would be impossible 
for me to have a clear perspective on their 
talents. 

Each of the players that Ihave mentioned 
had the opportunity to play for an extraor- 
dinary setter. Mary Buysse, Cathy Noth, 
Tisha Delaney, Lori Endicott, Val Novak, 
Nikki Stricker, Christy Johnson, Fiona 
Nepo, Greichaly Cepero, Rachel Holloway 
and Sydney Anderson were among the top 
setters in the country and each of them had 
their own unique talents. When those tal- 
ents complemented the middle attackers 
on their team, something magical could 
happen. 

Nebraska has an equally strong history at 
the outside hitter and right-side positions, 
and I’m sure it is fun for fans or journalists 
to make lists of their hypothetical top six. 
But for someone who has coached such tal- 
ented and competitive people, I can not tell 
you in all honesty which players would win 
starting positions if all Nebraska’s great 
players played at the same time. 

The real thing to celebrate about Nebras- 
ka volleyball is not which players won the 
most awards or hit or blocked for the 


Jenny Kropp, shown here against Missouri, played perhaps as strong a ma 
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tch as any Husker has ever played in the Final Four 


when Nebraska beat Hawaii in the semifinals of the 2000 NCAA Tournam 


ent, coach Terry Pettit says. (Journal Star Archives) 
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highest percentage, but a culture 
and community that encourages 
talented women to be willing to risk 
everything in their individual jour- 
neys so that a team can be better. 

Watching Laura Pilakowski mo- 
tivated Jordan Larson’s develop- 
ment. Lori Endicott came to Ne- 
braska because of Cathy Noth and 
followed her to the U.S. National 
Team. Christy Johnson’s leadership 
emerged from competing ona daily 
basis with Nikki Stricker. 

This is what players know, that 
fans can only sense when a team 
accomplishes something extraor- 
dinary. Championships.only hap- 
pen when everyone is doing every- 
thing possible to reach the goal. 
Karen Dahlgren does not lead the 
country in attack percentage if 
Tisha Delaney is not setting her 
and Enid Schonewise and Kathi 
DeBoer are not passing nails. 

Allison Weston is not the nation- 
al player of the year if Christy 
Johnson does not have the courage 
to set Billie Winsett and Kate Cr- 
nich, who combine for 50 kills ina 
national championship match that 
depends on a reserve freshman set- 
ter, Fiona Nepo, coming off the 
bench to serve an ace at a critical 
moment in the final game. 

So for me, asking which Huskers 
are better than others is like rank- 
ing the legs, tail and heart of aleop- Billie Winsett was a key reason why Nebraska 


ard in pursuit. There are no most won the 1995 championship. She and Kate 
Crnich stepped up in the final. (Robert Becker) 
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Nikki Stricker sets the ball for teammate Allison Weston during a match in 1993. Strick- 
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Husker coach Terry Pettit talk 
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Husker AVCA All-Americans 


Karen Dahigren 
Middle blocker, Bertrand, Neb. 
1985 Second team 


1986 First team 
Three-time Academic All-American 


Noteworthy: One of only three Huskers to lead 
NU in a statistical category (blocks) all four years. 


Annié Adamczak 
(left) Middle blocker 
Moose Lake, Minn. 


1985 First team 
Big Eight Female Athlete of Year 


Noteworthy: Led NU with 354 
digs her senior season. 


Cathy Noth 

(right) Setter 

Bettendorf, lowa 

1983 Second team 

1984 First team 
Noteworthy: Only volleyball 
player in conference history to 
be named Big Eight Tourna- 
ment MVP three times. 


Enid Schonewise 
Outside hitter, Beatrice, Neb. 


1986 Second team - 
Noteworthy: Her 38 kills against Arizona State stood as NU’s 
single-match record until 1999. 


Tisha Delaney 
Setter, Festus, Mo. 
1986 Second team 


Noteworthy: Still ranks among NU's single-season 
top 10 in assists (1,433), as well as career assists 
(2,605). 


Janet Kruse 

Outside hitter, Fort Calhoun, Neb. 
1992 NCAA Woman of the Year 

1992 NCAA Top Eight Award 

Two-time Academic All-American of Year 
1989, 1990 First team 

1991 Second team 


Noteworthy: Was Nebraska's first three-time 
All-American. 


Lori Endicott 

Setter, Springfield, Mo. 

Two-time Big Eight Player of Year 
1987 Second team 1988 First team 
1988 Academic All-American 


Noteworthy: Setter for U.S. in 1992 and 1996 
Olympics, being named best setter at the 
Barcelona Games after leading the U.S. to a 
bronze medal. 


Virginia Stahr 

Middle blocker, Waco, Neb. 

Two-time Academic All-American of Year 
1990 NCAA Top Eight Award 

1989 Big Eight Player of Year 

Big Eight Female Athlete of Year 

1988 First team 1989 Second team 


Noteworthy: Shares school record for service aces in a 
five-set match with seven. 


Stephanie Thater 
Middle blocker, Union, Mo. 
Two-time Big Eight Player of Year 
1990 Second team 

1991 First team 

1992 First team 


Noteworthy: NU went 48-0 in regular-season conference 
play and won three league tournaments in her four years. 


Val Novak 

Setter, Oak Lawn, Ill. . 

1990 Big Eight Player of Year 1989Firstteam 1990 First team 

Noteworthy: Led the nation in assists per set and guided Nebraska to nation’s top hitting percentage in 1989. 


Cris Hall 
Outside hitter, Chanute, Kan. 
1991 Second team 


Noteworthy: One of only five NU athletes and only 
female to earn All-America honors in two different 
sports (the other was track). 
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Allison Weston 
Middle blocker, Papillion, Neb. 
1995 National Player of Year 
Two-time Big Eight Player of Year 
Two-time Academic All-American 


1993 First team 
1994 First team 
1995 First team 


Noteworthy: Holds three of NU’s top 10 single-match 
kill performances. 


Kelly Aspegren 
Outside hitter, Callaway, Neb. 
1994 Second team 


Noteworthy: Had 332 kills and hit .344 to lead NU as 
a senior. 
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Christy Johnson 
Setter, Omaha, Neb. 

1995 Academic All-American 
1994 First team 


1995 First team 


Noteworthy: Has second-best winning percentage 
by a starting Husker setter, leading NU to 63-2 
record, including 24-0 in Big Eight play, over her final 
two seasons. 
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NeEpo 

Setter, Honolulu 

1998 Big 12 Player of Year 

1996 First team 

1997 Second team 

1998 First team 

Noteworthy: Finished career as NU’s all-time assist 
leader with 4,824. 
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1996 Big 12 Player of Year 
1995 First team 

1996 First team 

1997 Second team 


Noteworthy: She had more than 25 kills in a match 
nine times, second-most by any Husker. 


Middle blocker, Panama, Neb. 

1998 Second team 

Noteworthy: Set school record and became 11th 
player in NCAA history to hit 1.000 in a match by 


recording 10 kills on 10 swings against lowa 
State. 


Nancy Metcalf 
Right-side hitter, Hull, lowa 
2002 NCAA Top Eight Award 
Two-time Big 12 Player of Year 
2001 Academic All-American of Year 
Three-time Academic All-American 
1998 First team 
1999 First team 
2001 First team 


Noteworthy: Only Husker to record six 30-kill 
matches in a career. 


Amber Holmquist 
Middle blocker, Houston 
2000 Second team 

2001 First team 

2002 First team 


Noteworthy: Finished her career as the first player to 
lead NU in hitting percentage and blocks per game 
four consecutive seasons. 


Laura Pilakowski 
Outside hitter, Columbus, Neb. 
2000 First team 


2002 Second team 


Noteworthy: Was NU’s third three-time Academic 
All-American. 
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Jenny Kropp 
Middle blocker, Grand Island, Neb. 
2001 Second team - 


Noteworthy: Finished career with 816 kills and a .331 hitting 
percentage. 


Greichaly Cepero 
Setter, Dorado, Puerto Rico 
2002 National Player of Year 
2000, 2002 Big 12 Player of Year 
Big 12 Female Athlete of Year 
2000, 2002 First team 

2001 Second team 


Noteworthy: Just the second Husker setter to be 
named All-American three times. 


Melissa Elmer 

Middle blocker, Fort Wayne, Ind. 
2003 Second team 

2004 First team 

2005 First team 


Noteworthy: Led the nation in blocking in 
final two seasons, averaging a school- 
record 2.17 blocks per set as a senior. 
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Sarah Pavan 
Right-side hitter, Kitchener, Ontario 

2006 National Player of Year 

2006 Honda-Broderick Cup winner 

Two-time Academic All-American of Year 

Two-time Big 12 Female Athlete of Year 

Three-time Big 12 Player of Year 

2004 First team 2005 First team 2006 Firstteam 2007 First team 


Noteworthy: One of only four NCAA players to be four-time first-team All-American. 


Jennifer Saleaumua 
Outside hitter, National City, Calif. 
2004 Second team 


2005 Third team 


Noteworthy: Twice was named Big 12 Defensive Player 
of Year. 


Christina Houghtelling 
Outside hitter, Cambridge, Neb. 
2005 National Player of Year 

2005 First team 
2007 Second team 


Noteworthy: Was Big 12 Defensive Player of the Year 


in 2005. 


Jordan Larson 
Outside hitter, Hooper, Neb. 
2006 First team 

2007 Third team 

2008 First team 


Noteworthy: One of only three Huskers with at least 
1,000 career kills and 1,000 digs. 


Ti facy Stalls 
Middle blocker, Denver 
2006 Second team 


2007 Second team 

Noteworthy: As a senior, ranked third nationally 
with a .473 hitting percentage, shattering school 
and Big 12 marks. 
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Rachel Holloway 
Setter, Franklin, Tenn. 
2006 Third team 

2007 Second team 


Noteworthy: Her 13.5 assists per set average is the 
best in school history. 


Tara Mueller 
Outside hitter, Scottsdale, Ariz. 
2008 Second team 


Noteworthy: MVP of Seattle Regional, she led 
NU with 24 kills and 16 digs in memorable win 
at Washington. 


Sydney Anderson 
Setter, Salt Lake City 
2008 Second team 


Noteworthy: Was Big 12 Newcomer of Year in 2008, 
ranking among league leaders in aces and assists. 
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John Cook took over for Terry Pettit in 2000 and guided the successful 
program to places it had never been. (Journal Star Archives) 
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Cook contin 
great stories 
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John Cook isn’t afraid to hear “No” for an an- 
swer. 

Cook, after leading Nebraska to the national 
championship in 2000, his first year as the 
Huskers’ head coach, made it his mission to get 
the Huskers to the White House, 

Mind you, NCAA volleyball champions in 
those days weren’t high on any president’s pri- 
ority list. I envision a White House staffer who 
figured he could get that request off his'desk 
with a single “Dear John” letter, 

Yet, there were the Huskers smiling with Pres- 
ident George W. Bush in the Rose Garden a few 
months later. 

Whether it’s recruits from California or heads 
of state, Cook hasn’t backed down from anyone 
in the nine years since he took over fromclose 
friend and mentor Terry Pettit. 

His first bold move was leaving a great job at 
Wisconsin, where he had the Badgers on the 
verge of a national championship appearance. 
He moved to Nebraska in 1999, not as head 
coach, but as Pettit’s top assistant. 

When Cook took over the top spot after one 
year of grooming, he boldly stated that he in- 
tended to take what was already a wildly suc- 
cessful program to places it had never been. 

“Tt was the only way,’ Cook said, reflecting on 
atime before NU counted consecutive sellouts 
or needed to expand its trophy space to display 
awards from two more NCAA championship 
seasons. 

“Tf we just came here with the idea to continue 
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program 


John Cook’s record 


Yr. Record Conf. finish (record) 

2000 34-0 First (20-0) 
NCAA champion 

2001 31-2 First (20-0) 
NCAA semifinalist > 

2002 31-2 First (20-0 

2003 28-5 Second (17-3) | 

2004 30-2 First (20-0) _ 

2005 33-2 First (19-1) 
NCAA runner-u 

2006 33-1 First (19-1) 
NCAA champion 

2007 30-2 First (19-1) _ 

2008 31-3 First (18-2) 


NCAA semifinalist 


Honors 
USA Volleyball All-Time Great Coach Award 2008 


AVCA Division | Coach of Year 2000, 2005 


Big 12 Coach of Year 2001, 2005, 2008 


the status quo, that probably would have taken 
the program back,” he added. “It was just a 
mind-set that we had to create” 

His first offseason, Cook packed up the team 
and headed to China. 

“That was the first example that we were go- 
ing to take a big swing here,” Cook said. 

His timing couldn’t have been better, arriving 
at a point when media coverage of women’s 
sports was growing and athletic department 
spending was bulging. Cook leveraged all of that 
into something we didn’t necessarily see com- 
ing. 

When they built Qwest Center Omaha, who 


among us saw it becoming the hot spot 
for college volleyball? Still today, Cook is 
focused on turning a profit from a sport 
that plays the majority of its matches in 
an arena that barely seats 4,000. 

“That is the next big goal for this pro- 
gram,” he said, eyeing TV revenue and 
endowed scholarships as the keys to fi- 
nancial success. 

On the court, Cook’s 281-19 mark at 
Nebraska is a reflection of the players that 
he’s brought into the program. Success, to 
some degree, was probably a given here, 
but winning at a 94 percent clip? Incredi- 
ble. Especially at a time when more and 
more schools funneled more support into 
their volleyball programs. 

Naturally, not every risk has brought a 
reward, and in some cases, it’s brought 
anguish. 

Not unlike Cook’s skeptics across the 
country, Pettit has been critical of his 
successor for recruits who chose to leave 
high school early and for transfers the 
Huskers have taken in. 

On the court, not everything has been 
rosy. After 2000, not winning in 2001 
with a more-talented team was a down- 
er. And NU didn’t even make it to the Fi- 
nal Four in two of Sarah Pavan’s four 
seasons. 

After the 2007 season, Pavan and Ne- 
braska didn’t part on the best of terms. 
And there was the case of Rachel Hol- 
loway, the All-America setter who up 
and quit the team. 

At that point, the program seemed 
destined for a nose-dive. Instead, Ne- 
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John Cook is not one to take the easy road. He's willing to take risks, trying to make Nebraska the best it can be. (Erin Duerr) 


braska responded with the kind of sea- 

son that’s been a hallmark of the pro- 

gram under both legendary coaches. 
“Now, it’s about staying power?’ Cook 


said. “Can we continue to develop these 
great stories? You can almost call them 
legends because the people get talked 
about and remembered for along time, 


and those are the stories that get passed 
down to others.” 

If history is any indication, “Yes” will 
be the answer. 
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Wisconsin’s Cook accepts offer, rejoins Pettit’s coaching staff 


Feb. 23, 1999 


His title is associate head coach, so maybe it’s OK to 
associate John Cook with the label of next head coach 
at Nebraska. 

Cook wouldn’t. Nor would Terry Pettit, who on 
Monday named the seven-year Wisconsin coach his 
top assistant within the NU volleyball program. 

But it was a hiring that spoke louder than words. 
Cook leaves a program that fell one win shy of the Final 
Four the last two seasons to take the same seat on the 
Nebraska bench he kept warm from 1988 to 1991. 

Cook, 42, cited his close friendship with Pettit and 
the state’s unparalleled support of the program as rea- 
sons for the move, but a1990 quote may best describe 
what’s brought his career full circle. 

“T did say back then that my goal one day was to be 
the Nebraska head coach,” Cook said by telephone from 
his home in Madison, Wis. “People can speculate all 
they want, but I will say I’m moving to Nebraska at a 
time where it is going to be along-term move for me 
because of the age of my kids. 

“Tt’s probably the one job I’d leave Wisconsin for.” 

Cook, 161-73 with the Badgers, made his decision 
over the weekend and informed Wisconsin officials 
and players Monday. 

By March 8, Cook said he hopes to be settled in Lin- 
coln for the start of spring practice. He replaces 10-year 
assistant coach Cathy Noth, who said Jan. 24 that she 
would step down at the end of this month. Pettit re- 
fused comment Monday, but ina statement released by 
the university thanked NU Athletic Director Bill Byrne 
for his “support in providing the resources to allow us 
to go out and recruit a person with John’s experience. 

“John already knows how we operate and he is some- 
one that I have talked with two or three times a week for 


John Cook said back in 1990 that his goal one day was to 
be the Nebraska head coach. He guided Wisconsin for 
seven years, then returned to Nebraska in 1999 as Terry 
Pettit’s top assistant. He took over the Husker program 
the next year. (Journal Star Archives) 


the past several years. John also brings his own experi- 
ence and talents to the table and we'll be open to his 
ideas.” 


The terms of Cook’s contract were not immediately 
available, but he said he “wouldn’t be taking a pay cut.” 
The NU athletic department budgeted $888,800 torun 
the volleyball program this year. That’s more than 
$600,000 above projected revenues even though Ne- 
braska’s average home crowd of 3,866 ranked second in 
the country. 

The support at Wisconsin wassufficient, he said, but 
nothing like what Nebraska can offer. 

“Tf they are able to attract a top-10 coach to come 
there and be an associate head coach, obviously they 
need to financially support that; Cook said. “They’re 
sending a major message about the sport of volleyball 
in this country.” 

The news of Cook’s move was made more significant 
since the sport’s top coaches rarely change jobs. Cook 
couldn’t remember another top-10 coach to change 
positions since Mick Haley left Texas after the 1995 
season. 

How long will Pettit continue at Nebraska? 

“T don’t know,’ Cook said. “He told me back in the 
early ’90s he was ready to retire.” 

Pettit, 51, is 666-138 in 22 seasons at Nebraska. His 
teams have reached six Final Fours, the last coming in 
December when NU ousted Wisconsin 12-15, 18-16, 
9-15, 15-10, 15-10 in an emotional regional final. 

“Tf we win that match, maybe this doesn’t feel right,’ 
Cook said. “I don’t know. 

“T’ve got a great program here and it’s very difficult to 
walk away from this. But the opportunity has presented 
itself and it’s something that feels right tome” 

Cook and wife Wendy, a former two-time All-Amer- 
ica setter at San Diego State, are the parents of daughter 
Lauren, 8, and son Taylor, 5. 
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Relaxed Cook says it will be fun ‘putting it all together’ 


Aug. 9, 2003 


These days, John Cook feels like a 
driver behind the wheel of a brand-new 
sportster. 

There’s a burst of adrenaline, the kind 
you get from the smell of new uphol- 
stery. Or from a collection of talented 
women eager to be molded into a volley- 
ball team that can take its place in Ne- 
braska’s storied tradition. 

Cook’s heart and mind race, wonder- 
ing what’s around the corner for this 
team — the first at Nebraska in who 
knows how many years without a re- 
turning All-American. 

The conference coaches have picked 
Nebraska to win the Big 12 Conference, 
but that always happens. What can the 
Huskers do out on the open road, racing 
the USCs, the Hawaiis, Floridas and 
Stanfords of the volleyball world to be 
one of the first four to hit Dallas in De- 
cember for the national semifinals? 

All summer, Cook traveled the high- 
ways and byways searching for the right 
slogan, the simple catch phrase that 
might help the Huskers catch lightning 
inabottle this fall. 

Stuck in traffic on what Californians 
call a freeway last week, it hit him like a 
BB off the powerful arm of Melissa 
Elmer. ‘ 

Idling nearby was an 18-wheeler with 
a trailerload full of motivation. On its 


side read some company’s mantra: 
“Earned. Never given.” 

Suddenly, the whole season had direc- 
tion. 

“We're going to have to earn every- 
thing we get,” Cook said Friday as NU’s 
voyage began with the first two-a-day 
practices. “We don’t have returning All- 
Americans. We're not a defending na- 
tional champion. We’re going to have a 
lot to prove this year and we're going to 
have to earn it. 

“A lot of people think we’re not going 
to be any good” 

As shocking as it sounded, you could 
almost hear the relief in Cook’s voice. 
Gone are three All-Americans — the 
very core of NU’s 2000 championship 
team — but with them went the weight 
of expectations. 

As Cook prepares for his fourth year as 
head Husker, his players say he’s more 
relaxed. 

“Because we are young and because 
we are just starting to come together and 
develop,” said setter Michelle Lynch, “I 
think that’s exciting for the coaches.” 

There’s plenty under the hood, evident 
in the glowing testing results of this year’s 
team. And nobody, from co- captain Anna 
Schrad on down, wants to threaten the 
tradition in the program ingrained every 
time a player looks up at all those banners 
hanging from the Coliseum rafters. 

Putting it all together will be fun, 


Cook said, all the while throttling the 
idea that this season is an opportunity to 
prove his coaching prowess. Yet the 
challenge is there. In 28 glorious years, 
there haven’t been many sharper curves 
among the turning points in the pro- 
gram, 

In these days of rally scoring, Nebras- 
kais seeking to replace 50.1 percent of its 
point production from last season. Gre- 
ichaly Cepero, Amber Holmquist, Laura 
Pilakowski and Lindsay Wischmeier — 
whose total contribution can’t be meas- 
ured in blocks, kills and aces — com- 
bined for 1,157 points last year. 

In some ways, it’s similar to 2000, 
when Cook took a team with plenty of 
question marks and without the red- 
shirting Nancy Meendering to a national 
title in his first year as head coach. 

But even then, Cook went into that 
year with a pretty good idea of his start- 
ing lineup and a clear view of what sys- 
tem Nebraska would be running. 

Going into this season, there’s a fight 
for starting spots on the right side, at 
libero and at the middle blocker spot op- 
posite Elmer. And what system NU em- 
ploys will depend on freshman Dani 
Busboom’s readiness. After the success 
Southern California had last season, it’s 
evident Cook wants to at least try atwo- 
setter scheme. 

If it all maps out, Nebraska’s experi- 
ence and enthusiasm should peak in the 
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postseason. If not, NU could be headed 
down a much less-traveled path. 

“When you don’t have three All- 
Americans returning, not only do the 
players have to prove but the coaches 
have to prove that we can get all the 
pieces in the right places, “said Craig 
Skinner, Cook’s top assistant. “They’re 
great athletes, but in terms of volleyball 
skill and being in the right place at the 
right time, we need to take care of that” 

Nebraska volleyball has produced at 
least one All-American every year since 
1983, hasn’t lost more than seven 
matches in a season since 1981] and has 
won 25 of 27 conference championships 
since 1976, 

Much of the credit, of course, goes to 
Terry Pettit, who built Nebraska volley- 
ball into the big rig it is today. But now 
even Pettit, Cook’s longtime guru, is 
gone from the program, having moved 
with his family to Colorado. 

The bar is set high, yet Cook, who 
chooses the team’s music as carefully as its 
slogan, says he’s energized by the task at 
hand. The song “I’ma Believer? from the 
movie “Shrek,” blasted from the speakers 
as the Huskers began practice Friday. 

“I’m looking forward to developing 
our next All-American ... and develop- 
ing a great team,” Cook said, “It’s a very 
exciting adventure.” 

Like driving down a California free - 
way. 
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Head coach’s will, inspiration gain 


Dec. 17, 2005 

SAN ANTONIO — It’s hard to leave 
John Cook’s office empty-handed. It’s 
even harder to leave it empty-headed. 

The man is a walking, talking wisdom 
dispenser. 

One day in the middle of the Husker 
volleyball season, we were talking books 
(actually, he was showing me how to 
open a book), and the head coach told 
me [had to borrow his copy of “Shadow 
Divers.” 

It’s a350-page whopper by Robert 
Kurson, and it’s Evel Knievel meets 
Jacques Cousteau. The story is about 
two guys who lead a dangerous dive off 
the coast of New Jersey to uncover the 
remains of a German U-boat at depths 
of more than 200 feet. Cook thinks it’s 
one of the greatest books ever written. 

One thing you learn early in the book 
is that wreck diving is a truly scary line 
of work. When you dive that deep, 
sometimes you're only grasping at shad- 
ows, and your body can start to play 
tricks on you. The diver in the most dan- 
ger is the diver who panics when things 
get crazy down there. 

Sol’mreading this stuff, and I’m 
thinking it’s great motivational material 
for a volleyball team on a mission to win 
anational championship. 

Ladies, if we get down against Wash- 
ington, you can’t lose your head. We will 
rise back to the surface coolly and calm- 


NU coach John Cook is a great motivator, 
finding unusual ways to inspire his players. 
(Heidi Hoffman) 


ly. Don’t panic. Whatever you do, don’t 
panic. 

I was sure “Shadow Divers” must have 
been aseasonlong tool of inspiration for 
the top-ranked Huskers. Then Cook tells 
me Friday that he thinks — he thinks — 
he used the book for a pep talk one day in 
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practice weeks ago. 

That’s the book of Cook. It’s always 
something, anything, to make ’em think 
about something they might not have 
thought about before. One day it could 
be the “I love my people!” clip from 
“Jerry Maguire.” The next day it’s snake 
oil. 

Yes, snake oil. 

Craig Skinner, a former Husker assis- 
tant who is now the head coach at Ken- 
tucky, remembers the day Cook wanted 
to give the players a magic potion sent to 
him by an inventive friend. 

“Tt was snake oil, and if you rub the 
snake oil on your knees or whatever, it’s 
going to make you jump higher,’ Skinner 
said, re-creating Cook’s sales pitch. “I 
looked at him, and Ijust walked out of 
the office.” 

Cookis still convinced the stuff would 
have worked wonders, but the players 
and the assistants weren’t buying it. 

“T tried” he said, “but they were 
laughing at me?” 

Former Husker volleyball coach Terry 
Pettit, who chose Cook to replace him 
after the 1999 season, says Cook has a 
tremendous will. 

“He just is going to get it done and is 
not going to back off. It was that quality 
more than any other that led me to select 
him to take over the program.” 

Take the case of NU senior middle 
blocker Melissa Elmer. Snake oil wasn’t 


his players’ respect 


going to cut it with Elmer, so Cook just 
kicked her out of drills to get his message 
across. Now she’s an All-American. 

“The players all have a lot of respect 
for him,” said Dave Elmer, Melissa’s dad. 
“Tn a program like Nebraska, with re- 
spect for your coach, that should be the 
only motivation you need as a player.” 

The national coach of the year helped 
Christina Houghtelling become a na- 
tional player of the year. She won the 
award Friday, which is pretty amazing 
when you consider that she wasn’t even 
on Cook’s recruiting radar as a senior at 
Cambridge. 

“Some people don’t always agree with 
what he does,” said Houghtelling, who 
wants to be acoach herself. “I try to see 
it as acoach and a player. [just really re- 
spect his decisions and how he handles 
things.” 

It’s all in the details. Just ask Skinner if 
Cook ever thought something was amiss 
onaroad trip. 

“Every road trip,” said Skinner, unable 
to hold back a smile. 

Hotelroom next to the elevator? Gotta 
move. Breakfast eggs from powder? 
Don’t even think about it. 

“He just has certain things that he 
likes,’ Skinner said. “He’ll eat the same 
thing for breakfast, have the same cup of 
coffee, wants the same smell in his hotel 
room.” 
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Cook’s unique style of leadership works wonders for team 


Dec. 14, 2006 


Nebraska volleyball coach John Cook doesn’t know 
what he’ll say to UCLA counterpart Andy Banachowski 
in the final moments before their teams square off 
Thursday in the din of Qwest Center Omaha. 

He might say something about the experience of be- 
ing in front of a record crowd or offer kind words about 
UCLA being back in the NCAA semifinals for the first 
time in more than a decade. 

Why not the standard, “Good luck,” when the 
coaches meet? Apparently that’s not mercurial enough 
for a coach whose nervous energy can sometimes put a 
twist on the pre-match handshake. 

Take this season’s trip to Kansas State. With intro- 
ductions complete and both teams huddled on the 
court awaiting final instructions, Cook kept hold of the 
hand of the Wildcats’ Suzie Fritz, and before she could 
turn, he used his other hand to point to the clock inside 
Ahearn Field House. 

Not the scoreboard clock, mind you. Cook hada 
question about the Longines timepiece that closely re- 
sembled the one at the Coliseum in Lincoln. 

“T asked her if she knew the historical significance of 
that clock?’ Cook said later, apparently unaware of the 
glazed look that had come over Fritz’s face as the conver- 
sation continued. “All she said was, ‘I know it’s old!” 

While the question may have caught Fritz off-guard, 
its randomness comes as no surprise to Nebraska’s 
players, who see the other side of their head coach 
every day, the side that takes minutia to another level. 

“Quirky?” asked Rachel Holloway in response to a 
reporter’s question. “Yes, he’s very quirky.” 

Just as she’s played a starring role for Nebraska as its 
freshman setter this season, Holloway was apparently 
the star of arecent game of charades in which the 
Huskers took turns acting out the mannerisms of their 


John Cook says he's tried to improve his body language 
during matches. And the players notice. (Heidi Hoffman) 


coach. 

Cook wasn’t there for the performances — he wasn’t 
even supposed to know about it — but he concedes 
many of his traits, everything from the random thoughts 
to the details of his day-after-day routine, are his way of 
shaking the nerves that still send butterflies on around- 
the-world trips of his stomach. They come back even 
seven seasons into his coaching career at Nebraska, a 
tenure in which Cook is 218-14 and has his team playing 
inthe NCAA semifinals for the fourth time. 

Christy Johnson, an All-America setter at Nebraska 


in the mid-1990s, said the nerves are likely related to 
expectations, both Cook’s and those of Husker fans ac- 
customed to Final Four appearances and Big 12 titles. 

“The pressure is way more intense than when I 
played there,” said Johnson, now the head coach at 
Iowa State and a former assistant under Cook at Wis- 
consin. 

“T don’t care how confident you are, if the expecta- 
tion is that if Nebraska doesn’t go to a Final Four, that 
it’s a disappointing season, that’s really tough to live 
with,” Johnson added. “And with him, he just is so pas- 
sionate about what he does. I think it means so much 
that everything he does in the world of volleyball he 
takes personally.” 

Cook can’t begin to relax until assured he has all the 
i’s dotted and t’s crossed. That includes having a staff 
member call ahead to future opponents asking that the 
temperature in the arena for Nebraska’s practice be set 
at where it will be for the match. 

“In my mind, I’m thinking, ‘You’re going to kill us. 
What does it matter?’” Johnson said. “But for him, he 
wants to win so badly it would bother him to death if he 
didn’t believe he had everything covered.” 

Cook says he’s trying to show his lighter side and not 
the one that Johnson said led a Wisconsin staff member 
to document and store all the clipboards that he broke 
during his time with the Badgers. 

He's tried to improve his body language during 
matches, now standing to applaud often and resisting 
the temptation to slump in his seat. Those reactions, 
players say, can have an effect on the team. 

“Itry not to look at him because it just makes my at- 
titude go ‘pffft?” sophomore Jordan Larson said after a 
subpar showing by the Huskers earlier this season. “I 
understand the frustration, because he wants us to do 
well, but sometimes it can get to be alittle bit much.” 
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Pettit’s attention to detail, 
organization key to NU’s success 
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Terry Pettit is passionate about the game of volleyball, but also very analytical. 
He applied his reflective nature to coaching. (Journal Star Archives) 


He’s the son of a baseball coach, which is 
important to keep in mind as you ponder 
Terry Pettit’s career as a volleyball coach. 

“T think baseball may be one of the best 
games to learn from to become a coach, be- 
cause it’s so situational,” Pettit says. “All 
sports are situational, but it’s more obvious 
in baseball because of time. You have time 
between pitches. It’s a great tutoring place 
for coaches.” 

Pettit, Nebraska’s volleyball coach from 
1977-99, says in the early 1980s he read a lot 
of work by baseball historian/statistician 
Bill James “and tried to take his approach 
and apply it to volleyball” Pettit looked for 
answers. What’s really important in im- 
provement? Which statistics are most 
meaningful? 

Pettit’s interest in James makes sense to 
me. When I think of Pettit, I often think of 
St. Louis Cardinals manager Tony La Russa, 
who has a law degree and is generally re- 
garded as a wise and complex strategist. 
Pettit, a published poet and author, applied 
his reflective nature to coaching. He retains 
a passion for watching and studying compe- 
tition. Like La Russa, he was arespected 
strategist. 

I covered Pettit’s Husker teams for the 
Journal Star during the early-to-mid- 
1990s, including his 1995 national champi- 
onship squad. My “beats” in 1995 were NU 
football and volleyball. Truth be told, Iun- 


derstand basketball better than any other 
sport, but feel Ihave a decent grasp of foot- 
ball. I grew up watching football. I’m like 
millions of Americans in that I find it easy to 
second-guess football players and coaches. 

Volleyball’s another story. I neither 
played it nor grew up watching it. To me, 
second-guessing one of Pettit’s tactical de- 
cisions would’ve been like second-guessing 
the decision of a NASA official about the 
Mars exploration program. OK, that’s amild 
exaggeration. But such was my respect for 
Pettit’s coaching mind and preparation. 

It seemed he was always thinking of ways 
to improve his team. There were times I 
almost felt guilty bothering him with sur- 
face-level questions. 

“T know that John Cook, when he first 
came to Nebraska (as an assistant in 1988), 
he said he had never seen any team prepare 
like we prepared,” Pettit recalls. 

Such detailed and organized preparation 
helps explain Nebraska’s remarkably con- 
sistent success under Pettit and now under 
Cook. And such consistent success helps 
explain why Husker volleyball has become 
widely popular in the state. 

“You win conference championships over 
90 percent of the time and you’re bound to 
create some interest after 40 years,” Pettit 
says. “There was a vision initially, but it’s 
also coupled with consistent success.” 

What's more, “One of the critical things 
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Terry Pettit’s record 


Yr. Record Conf. finish (record) 
1977 42-12-6 
1978 35-25-2 


in the ongoing success — andit’s 
obvious to people but they don’t 
understand how critical — was 
when I handed off to John” Pettit 
says of his heavy influence in for- 


1979 41-8-3 
mer NU Athletic Director Bill 1980 35-15 
ns 1981 29-10 
Byrne hiring Cook as head coach 1982 576 
in 2000. 1983 29-4 First (10-0) 
; : 1984274 First (10-0) 
Cook S talents are different i586 553 Feries 
than his, Pettit says, and the two 1986-296 First (10-0) 
have some differences in their NCAA runner-up 
: : 1987305 First (12-0) 
philosophical approach. 7988 85 First (11-1 
However, “If the next person 1989 29-4 First (12-0) 
oye NCAA runner-u, 
wasn’t willing to work as hard at i990 «323 First (12-0) 
it, then it fades,” Pettit says. NCAA semifinalist 
i it would’ve been a 1991 27-5 First (12-0 
Pettit says it 0 1992 22-6 First (12-0) _ 
mistake to try to find someone 1993. 256 Second (103) 
who appeared to be the same as 1994 31-1 First (12-0) 
i tit i tive to find 1995 32-1 First (12-0) 
him. But it was imperative to fin NCAA champion 
someone who embraced the ares 30-4 First (19-1) 
‘AA semifinalist 
Nebraska volleyball culture. 7997 77 Second 164 
Cook clearly did. 1998 32-2 First (19-1) 
Pettit emphasizes that NCAA semifinalist 
ett Pp 1999-276 First (17-3) 
Nebraska’s volleyball success 
isn’t a given. Honors 


“Ifthe person who follows USA Volleyball All-Time Great Coach 2004 


John isn’t exceptionally good, 
and doesn’t work very hard at it 
and take risks, it will fade,” Pettit 
says. 

Right now, in this moment of 


USOC National Coach of Year 1996 
AVCA National Coach of Year 1986, '94 


Big 12 Coach of Year 1996, '98 


Nebraska volleyball coach Terry Pettit excelled as a teacher. Here he talks with Lisa Reitsma Big Eight Coach of Year 1985-87 
during a match in 1995. (Ted Kirk) 89-90, 94-95 


time, that’s hard to imagine. 
— = : ————s = 
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White Castle just the right hamburger for Nebraska coach 


Nov. 11, 1983 

Terry Pettit recently took delivery on 100 White Cas- 
tle hamburgers, packed in dry ice and shipped by Fed- 
eral Express from Columbus, Ohio. Nebraska’s volley - 
ball coach had to have a “White Castle” No other ham- 
burger would do. 

So Pettit called White Castle’s national hotline. 

“Every year I try to schedule at least one city that has 
a White Castle,” Pettit said. The Ohio-based chain 
sells its hamburgers primarily in the mideastern United 
States, and Pettit has only one remaining chance this 
season for visiting a city that has his favorite burgers. 

It is achance rather than a certainty. 

According to Pettit, there’s a White Castle in Lexing- 
ton, Ky., site of the NCAA Championships. In order to 
get there, the Huskers would have to qualify for the Fi- 
nal Four. 

“We could work our way into the Final Four,’ said 
Pettit. “The problem is, just focusing on the Final Four 
won't get us there. We’ve got to work on the things that 
will” 

Those things include “eliminating unforced errors 
and sealing blocks. A team gets better as individuals get 
better.” 

The Huskers enter their final Big Eight regular-sea- 
son match, against Kansas at the NU Coliseum, having 
won six straight matches without losing a game. 

They’re 9-0 in the conference and 21-3 overall. 

Pettit’s main concern now is that his team might be- 
come complacent. “One of two things can happen,” he 
said. “The team can shift into cruise, like shutting off 
the ignition on a boat and floating in to the dock, or it 
can shift gears, like arunner reaching back and kicking 
near the end of arace”” 

Nebraska must begin its kick next weekend, at the 
Big Eight Championships in Ames, Iowa. During the 


Pe} A P| 
Husker coach Terry Pettit tried to keep his teams from be- 
coming complacent. “One of two things can happen. The 
team can shift into cruise, like shutting off the ignition on 
a boat and floating in to the dock, or it can shift gears, 


like a runner reaching back and kicking near the end of a 
race.” (Journal Star Archives) 


conference tournament, which the Huskers have won 
each of the seven times it’s been held, “I feel more 
pressure as a coach than on any weekend in the season,” 
Pettit said. 

During the regular schedule, “if you get upset, you’ve 
got the rest of the season to do something about it” 


Pettit holds audition 


March 28, 1980 


Nebraska volleyball coach Terry Pettit auditioned 
some 60 in-state athletes during the first stage of his 
recruiting process this season. 

The group came to Lincoln not long after the regular 
season ended, and “after about two hours, we nar- 
rowed it to 20,” Pettit said: “Then we talked with 10.” 

The Association of Intercollegiate Athletics for 


Women allows each school to bring athletes to cam- 
pus for one audition, but the athletes must pay their 
own expenses. 

They're tested for “vertical jump, agility, eye-hand co- 
ordination and speed. We scrimmage them, and we 
usually ask the girls to do one or two things we know 
they can't do just to see how they react,” Pettit said. 
“We don’t always recruit kids in the top 20 fundamen- 
tally. We try to get the best athletes and then train 
them.” 


At tournament time, there are no such reprieves. 
As postseason tournaments draw near, successful 
teams have to reassess the way in which they gauge that 
success. The goal can no longer be limited to winning. 
According to Pettit, “you’ve got to find ways to meas- 
ure improvement. 

“And you’ve got to convince your players to what de- 
gree they need to improve,” said Pettit. “We don’t have 
to lose in order to convince our players we can lose.” 

Nebraska went the full five games in all three of its 
losses, each to anationally ranked team — Arizona, 
Kentucky and Purdue. 

All Pettit has to do to convince his players of their falli- 
bility and the need for improvement is rerun the video- 
tapes of those matches. Right now, “we're dealing with 
consistent mental effort.” The goal is the Final Four. 

And, Pettit might add, a few White Castle hamburg - 
ers. 
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Coach learns that public relations is a big part of the job 


Dec. 4, 1984 


In the midst of preparations for last Saturday’s first - 
round NCAA Tournament match with Pittsburgh, Ne- 
braska volleyball coach Terry Pettit took time to talk 
about the Husker program. 

The Big Eight Conference coach of the year — as well 
as poet, journalist and teacher — has gained the skills 
of a public-relations director during his eight seasons 
at Nebraska. 

“Being accessible to the public is as important to the 
program as preparing for a match,” said Pettit. “Realis- 
tically, in women’s sports, 40 or 50 percent of a coach’s 
job is public relations. 

“Where we're at in women’s athletics in where Lou 
Holtz is with Minnesota football, right now.’ 

Holtz, anoted public speaker and amateur magician, 
is trying to build a base of support for a Golden Gopher 
program that has fallen on hard times. 

Pettit doesn’t rely on sleight of hand. His best pub- 
lic-relations ploy has been the success of his teams. 

Under this direction, Nebraska has compiled a 265- 
79 record. The Huskers have won eight conference ti- 
tles, been ranked in the nation’s top 10, and qualified 
for NCAA Tournament play the last four seasons. 

Among Pettit’s players is Cathy Noth, a co-captain 
of this year’s seventh-ranked team. 

It could be Pettit’s best. - 3 

Noth and her teammates are 28-3 and on their way to 
the first round of the NCAA Mideast Regional in Kala- 
mazoo, Mich., on Saturday. 

“We have a great product. That’s to our advantage.” 

As with every intercollegiate sport, whether it’s 
men’s or women’s, the product is entertainment. “You 
can’t convince people to go to something that’s not en- 
tertaining.” 


Terry Pettit built the Husker volleyball program into a win- 
ner, including an NCAA Final Four appearance in Honolulu 
in 1989. (Journal Star Archives) 


Pettit has tried to sell his program not only to the 
public but also to high school coaches across the state. 

By the end of his third season at Nebraska, Pettit had 
conducted clinics in every Nebraska community witha 
population of more than 3,000. 

He’s always used local coaches for his summer vol- 
leyball camps whenever possible and spoken at high 
school athletic banquets whenever asked. 

The Huskers have played “home” matches, before 


large and enthusiastic audiences, in Ogallala. As are- 
sult, outstate Nebraskans are “familiar with our team. 
They’re loyal to the university,” said Pettit. “This isn’t a 
Lincoln team. It’s a Nebraska team.” 

Pettit recruits with that in mind. 

With Michelle Smith and Sharon Kramer sidelined 
by injuries, four of the Huskers’ first seven players are 
Nebraskans — Julie Hermann from Nebraska City, 
Karen Dahlgren from Bertrand, Enid Schonewise from 
Beatrice and Kathi DeBoer from Firth. 

Hermann and Dahlgren are first-team All-Big Eight 
selections. 

“Tf a Nebraska athlete is at all comparable to an out- 
of-state athlete, there’s a tremendous advantage in re- 
cruiting the Nebraskan because she’s going to be more 
comfortable here, and she’s less likely to leave,” Pettit 
said. 

The same holds true for the surrounding area. Noth 
is from Bettendorf, Iowa. Annie Adamczak and Mary 
Buysse, the other starters, are both from Minnesota. 

When Pettit first arrived in Lincoln, his primary con- 
cern was recruiting outstanding athletes and channel- 
ing their athletic skills into volleyball. 

Now, Pettit recruits players with solid volleyball 
backgrounds. 

But recruiting is only part of his responsibility. “You 
build a program and then you have to market it,” he 
said. 

That requires good public-relations skills, “unless 
it’s gold or some commodity everybody has to have. 
Marketing is half of a coach’s job these days. 

“T've become more aware of that.” 
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Pettit finally becomes comfortable as volleyball coach 


Dec. 11, 1985 

It took Terry Pettit the better part of 
five seasons at Nebraska to become 
comfortable with his job. 

That job, of course, is head coach of 
the Husker volleyball team. 

Pettit has done it well. 

Since his arrival, Nebraska has won 
293 of 375 matches (.781). : 

Innine seasons, Pettit’s teams have 
won nine Big Eight titles and qualified 
for postseason tournaments seven 
times, advancing to the NCAA regionals 
three of the last four years. 

The sixth-ranked Huskers play 10th- 
ranked Purdue in the opening round of 
the Mideast Regional on Friday at the 
Devaney Sports Center. 

Nebraska is only two victories from 
being in the NCAA Final Four ... an ex- 
ceptional coaching accomplishment for 
the poet and former English teacher, 
who not so long ago considered return- 
ing to what he thought were his more re- 
spectable scholarly pursuits. 

For atime, Pettit’s perception of a 
coach was “someone ina gray sweat 
shirt, with a whistle around his neck, 
whose brains had gotten beat out block- 
ing in some type of single- wing forma- 
tion. It took awhile to realize that wasn’t 
true, that alot of coaches have liberal 
arts backgrounds,” he said. 

Until recently, “I wasn’t so sure this 


Terry Pettit is a poet and a former English 
teacher, in addition to being a pretty good 
volleyball coach. (Journal Star Archives) 


was a worthwhile profession. I almost 
felt apologetic for being a coach as op- 
posed to doing something else. 

“The problem was not the profession. 
It was me,” said Pettit, who was a college 
student in the mid-1960s, when politi- 
cal activism was a way of life. 

He understood, intellectually, that 
politics and athletics were mutually ex- 
clusive, but he had a difficult time ac- 


cepting a “need to sweat, that it was OK 
to enjoy pickup basketball” 

Pettit retained that bias, subcon- 
sciously, in his early years as acoach. 

“But one of the things you become 
aware of over the years, when you look at 
your peers, the other coaches of top-20 
teams, is that they’re all sharp people 
who’d be successful in other fields be- 
cause they plan well and put alot of en- 
ergy into their work.” Pettit said. 

That’s when his attitude changed. 

Successful coaching depends on more 
than planning and hard work, however. 

Pettit doesn’t disregard the impor- 
tance of talent. “Like an artist, if you 
don’t have the materials, it’s difficult to 
be creative,” he said. “The more talented 
athletes you have, the more creative you 
can be as a coach” 

That’s a key area in which Nebraska’s 
program has evolved. Great athletes 
have helped make him a great coach. 

Pettit has developed his own, unique 
philosophy, another indication of his 
maturing as a coach. He finds himself 
coaching less and less by the book and 
being more willing to experiment. 

Having talented athletes allows him to 
do that, but there’s more to it. 

“When you’ve been successful, you 
have alot more self-confidence to go 
ahead and follow your own inclinations 
or intuitions,” said Pettit, who’s cur- 


‘Pettit gets 400th 
victory at Nebraska 


Nov. 5, 1989 

COLLEGE STATION, Texas — Terry 
Pettit recorded his 400th coaching vic- 
tory at Nebraska as the third-ranked 
Cornhusker volleyball team defeated 
Texas A&M 15-12, 15-10, 115-11 Satur 
(ole WA 

Sophomore Janet Kruse had 15 kills 
to lead’ the Huskers, who bounced back 
from Friday's five-game loss to Texas 
and improved their record to 19-2. 
Kruse leads the team with 343 kills. 

Pettit has a 400-101 record in 13 
seasons at Nebraska. Saturday's 
match also was the 600th in team his- 
tory. The Huskers have an all-time mark 
of 480-120, an .800 winning percent 
age. 


rently writing a book on setting. 

“The success you're looking for is not 
in other people’s eyes. It’s when you 
reach a point at which you feel, ‘Maybe I 
do a pretty good job of this” 

With that feeling, “you’re free to fol- 
low your instincts, and maybe you’ll do 
something a little bit differently.” 

Without it, “you're hesitant to be ex- 
perimental because everybody will won- 
der, ‘Does this guy really know what he’s 
doing?’” Pettit said. 

He rarely hears that question. 
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He laid the foundation for Nebraska volleyball program 


i € 

Former NU coach Terry Pettit was honored in August of 
2005 before the Huskers’ Red-White Scrimmage at the 
NU Coliseum. (Journal Star Archives) 


Dec. 15, 1999 

Iknewit allalong. 

Terry Pettit’s decision to step down as Nebraska vol- 
leyball coach wasn’t about volleyball. It was about a 
different kind of white ball. 

“T wanted to play some fall golf” Pettit confessed 
Tuesday. 

The comment was made witha smile, but Pettit is 
serious about his golf game. It’s a sport that requires a 
lot of thought, a lot of patience, and a lot of practice. 

The golf course is a great place to think. Terry Pettit is 
a thinker. 

“T don’t think there’s another coach who analyzes 
the game like he does,” said Cathy Noth, a former play- 
er and assistant coach for Pettit. 

The thinker was at it again in the dark hours Tuesday 
mofning. “We both woke up in the middle of the night,” 
Anne Pettit said. “Tasked him how he felt. He said he 
was happy for Nebraska volleyball.” 

Pettit, the man who made Nebraska volleyball, talked 
about that Tuesday. He also talked about how he 
coached with a “narrow focus.” And we’re talking U.S. 
Open- fairway narrow. 

He asked for the same type of focus from his players 
and had some success with that approach — 694 suc- 
cesses to be exact. As he put the finishing touches onan 
incredible coaching career, Pettit did his best not to be 
the story of the 1999 NU volleyball season. Give him 
credit for not turning it into a farewell tour. Nope. That 
would have fried that whole focus thing. 

Now the focus for Pettit, 53, shifts to family. Anne re- 
marked that her husband looked like a happy man after 
Tuesday’s news conference. And Pettit doesn’t look 
happy that often, especially not in the fall. 

As acoach, Pettit was no sweetheart. I doubt you’d 


find many NU volleyball players, present or past, who 
think he’s the warmest human being on the planet. 
That doesn’t mean his heart wasn’t in the right place. 

Senior Tonia Tauke has plenty of reasons not to care 
for Pettit. After three strong seasons as a Husker, she 
spent much of her final year on the bench. 

Yet Tauke, who didn’t get a second of court time in 
NU’s final match of the season last Thursday, leaves the 
program with gratitude for Pettit’s guidance. 

“Tt’s kind of like when you're growing up, when 
you’re 13, and you say you hate your parents but you 
don’t because you know they have your best interests at 
heart,” Tauke said. “I think Coach Pettit does that, too. 

“He pushed me to the breaking point, and I could 
easily say [hate him for that. But how can you say that? 
He changed me. He pushed me. And I can only thank 
him for it. 

“T’'m glad I got to play for him.” 

I, too, have developed a bald... excuse me... soft spot 
for Pettit, aman I don’t know all that well, aman I’m 
not sure many folks outside the Pettit home know all 
that well. I didn’t give a darn about volleyball when I 
came here two years ago. Now, I honestly can’t think of 
a better place to be on a fall night than the Coliseum. 

What a place to take the girls. It’s a place where I can 
show them you don’t have to be a boy to be a sports 
hero or to have people cheer for you at the top of their 
lungs or to have kids ask for your autograph. 

Pettit, who rarely seemed comfortable on the side- 
line, said he is “very comfortable” with his decision to 
step down and with the promotion of John Cook. 

“I think we’re laying the foundation for this program 
to be a great program for the foreseeable future.” he 
said. 

Laying the foundation? Coach, I think you can hit the 
links knowing that part of the project is finished. 
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Dec. 26, 1999 

The wins mean little to Terry Pettit. 

Nebraska’s volleyball coach for a gen- 
eration stepped down this month when 
others might have given in to the temp- 
tation to stay another year. 

He was within range of a milestone — 
just six wins shy of 700 for his NCAA 
Division I coaching career. Current 
membership in the 700 Club stands at 
only three. 

And it’s not like Nebraska doesn’t 
have a prayer next season. With only one 
starter lost to graduation, the experi- 
enced Huskers figure to make a title 
drive. 

Pettit, 53, says he could have stayed 
on, but what would be the reason? 
When he started coaching 25 years ago, 
he never set out to collect trophies or 
hang banners. 

The national championship coach 
championed other causes. Most impor- 
tantly, he helped women win their place 
in the wide world of sports. 

“What pleases me the most is that 
when we began this adventure with 
women’s athletics 25 years ago, it wasn’t 
popular,” Pettit said. “The average per- 
son on the street, if you had asked, ‘Do 
women deserve the opportunity to com- 
pete?’ would have said, ‘No? 

“The fact that people have learned to 
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be entertained by it is kind of gravy. The 
most important thing is the opportuni- 
ty” 

Pettit is the Journal Star’s Star of the 
Year not for his 694 career wins, but for 
victories that will benefit women for 
years to come. 

From humble beginnings, he made the 
NU Coliseum the place to be every fall. 
This past season, Nebraska averaged 
3,767 people for home matches. Only 
Hawaii boasts better support. 

In many cases, those NU fans came to 
watch talent bore not from the sandy 
beaches of California, but from the 
Sandhills of Nebraska and gymnasiums 
across the Midwest. 

Like the little boys who dream of play- 
ing football at Nebraska, little girls, too, 
think of becoming Huskers. Thanks to 
Pettit, many have lived that dream and 
left as model citizens. 

Pettit’s teams have produced 20 Aca- 
demic All-Americans, more than any 
school in the nation. 

More than anything else, John Cook, 
Pettit’s good friend and successor, be- 
lieves his most important job is uphold- 
ing those traditions. 

“The players in our program sell the 
program and are the role models for 
kids.” Cook said. 

Pettit, too, was a model. By traveling 


Like the little boys who dream of playing football at Nebraska, little girls, too, think of be- 
coming Huskers. Thanks to Terry Pettit, many have lived that dream and left as model 
citizens. Among them is Cathy Noth (right), who played for Pettit and was his longtime 


assistant. (Journal Star PRIOR 
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around the state to conduct clinics early 
in his career or working with visitors to 
his own camps each summer, he helped 
develop Nebraska’s high schools into 
hotbeds for college talent. 

Nebraska already had its own state 
high school tournament when Pettit 
first came to the state in 1977. Coaches 
like Ann Royle, Sandi Genrich, Myron 
Oehlerking, Phyllis Rice and Steve Mor- 
gan were already piloting successful 
prep programs. 

But Oehlerking, the veteran coach at 
Lincoln East, said Nebraska’s first Final 
Four appearance in 1986 helped to 
heighten interest in volleyball throughout 
the state. Coaching continued to improve 
as the talent became greater and greater. 

Last season alone, more than 40 play- 
ers from Nebraska high schools were on 
NCAA Division I rosters. 

“T’m not sure if you want to give Terry 
all of the credit, but I’m sure he deserves 
alot of it” Oehlerking said. “At Nebras- 
ka, the coaches had somebody they 
could model and the players had some- 
body they could model, too.” 

Pettit is a thinker, a coachas likely to 
use psychology in practice as he would a 
videotape. 

Yet many of his philosophies never 
changed since his first days as coach at 
Louisburg Junior College in North Car- 
olina. Between teaching English classes 
there, he found you could outthink your 
opponent by recruiting not the top play- 
ers, but the top students of the game. 

At Nebraska, his philosophy was al- 


ways to take the top athlete and mold 
them into top players. If NU’s claim toa 
nation’s best 35 All-Americans is any in- 
dication, it worked. 

Early in their careers, players some- 
times struggle to understand Pettit. 
When they leave, the respect is mutual. 

That respect was evident in Tonia 
Tauke, even after the senior lost her start - 
ing spot midway through the season. 

“T know how much Coach likes to de- 
velop players,” she said. “I’ve coached 
12-year-olds, and just to see them serve 
the ball over the net, I almost lost it and 
started crying. I can see exactly what he 
was talking about.” 

Pettit will now have more time to 
spend with wife Anne and his two 
daughters. Katherine plays volleyball at 
Colorado State and will be a senior next 
season. Emma Jane, 5, was seen playing 
with a volleyball at several NU practices. 

“Tf T have something that I’m re- 
morseful about, it’s that Emma won't 
have the opportunity to bounce around 
in the gym with those people,” Pettit 
said. “Katherine’s character and success 
was shaped from being around remark- 
able women.” 

Women who in time learned that win- 
ning wasn’t everything, 

“The most important thing is not 
whether or not you were an All-Ameri- 
can or your team won the conference or 
went to the Final Four, but in my eyes, the 
most important thing was you played 
four years for Nebraska volleyball,” Pettit 
said. “That sets those people apart.” 


Now Pettit can laugh at himself 


BY TODD HENRICHS 
March 26, 2000 


Golf was a recurring theme when 
colleagues, fans and friends gathered 
to roast Terry Pettit on Friday, but 
only one person challenged Nebras- 
ka’s longtime volleyball coach to a 
friendly game. 

“With a 1-14 career record against 
you, I couldn’t beat you much on the 
volleyball court,” joked Florida coach 
Mary Wise. “I'll have to see youon 
the golf course” 

Wise, who first coached against 
Pettit while at Iowa State, appeared 
ona video that kicked off the festivi- 
ties held on the club level at Memorial 
Stadium. A crowd of around 300, in- 
cluding more than 100 high school 
coaches, roared as speaker after 
speaker poked jabs at the man that 
helped make volleyball a premier 
sport at Nebraska. 

“He has his own television show 
that people even watch,” UNL Chan- 
cellor James Moeser said. 

Pettit, who won a national cham- 
pionship in his 23 seasons at Nebras- 
ka, smiled through it all. He took hits 
for his closet full of cotton sweaters, 
sense of direction, fear of flying and 
forgetfulness. 

Even wife Anne innocently got in 
the act after receiving a gift from 


booster club president John Cripe. 

“T know why he gave it to me,” she 
said. “Because Terry would lose it.” 

Pettit, however, maintained his 
sense of humor. Even as baby pictures 
rolled across the screen he was able to 
laugh at himself, something that was- 
n’t always easy. Like the time he and 
assistant Brian Begor made their home 
visit to arecruit in Fort Wayne, Ind. 

Begor, who now heads a prominent 
club program in Pennsylvania, re- 
called how Pettit purchased a green 
sport coat before heading to the re- 
cruit’s home. Once he was in front of 
the player and her parents, the red 
sale tag appeared from under one of 
the sleeves. 

Furious when he found out, Pettit 
asked Begor why he didn’t say any- 
thing. Said Begor: “I figured the dam- 
age was already done.” 

Former Nebraska players Karen 
Dahlgren, Barb Young, Angie Millikin 
and Gwen Egbert offered their own 
barbs. 

Pettit, who now works as an assis- 
tant to the athletic director, served up 
his top 10 reasons for leaving the 
bench. 

I was surprised answering stupid 
questions from pesky reporters 
didn’t make the list. 
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Pat Sullivan coached the Huskers their first two seasons. NU went 
34-8 and was an AIAW Regional finalist in 1975, then went 49-13 
and was in the AIAW Nationals in 1976. (Journal Star Archives) 
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Sullivan has Huskers peaking 
just in time for regional tournament 


Nov. 20, 1975 

Inany sport, one of the keys to a championship 
season is a team’s ability to peak at the right mo- 
ment, down the stretch drive. 

Nebraska women’s volleyball coach Pat Sulli- 
van is convinced her squad has hit its peak, and 
will be in strong contention for championship 
honors at this weekend’s regional tournament in 
Columbia, Mo. 

Sullivan’s confidence lies in the fact the Corn- 
huskers captured the team championshijyin the 
Jayhawk Classic two weeks ago. The Huskers won 
13 of 15 games in the event, which included 26 
teams from the Midwest. 

“You could see our squad was peaking at the 
right time in that tournament,” Sullivan said. 
“Nebraska played well and brought home alot of 
hardware (trophies) to prove it.” 

Fearing her squad might lose its competitive 
edge before the regional tournament, Sullivan 
gave the squad last weekend off. 

“Tt’s been along season,” Sullivan said of the 
squad, which has rolled up an impressive 27-7 
mark in the program’s first varsity season. “But 
it’s going to pay off in the regionals because these 
girls have traveled all over the Midwest and have 
built up alot of endurance.” 

The regional tournament will be a three-day 
affair. The champion and runner-up will qualify 
for the national finals. 

Sullivan likes her team’s chances of qualifying 
for the nationals, as she noted, “we’ll play eight 
matches in three days. Our girls are used to play- 


Volleyball team quelle 
Sept. 28, 1975 
FREMONT — The UNL Women’s 
Volleyball team started out fast against 
IW feelFetate Oxo) |(=¥exeMesr= MUI cols \varelin=t qaVolola 
but saw the momentum change midway 


through the match, and dropped a 
2-15, 15-10, 16-14 contest. 

UNL, now 1-1 on the year, was paced 
by Paula Walberg and Jan Zink on of- 
fense, and Janice Kruger and Susie 
Heiser on defense, but their efforts fell 
short. 


ing that many in one afternoon.” 

Leading the Cornhuskers is senior Jan “Radar” 
Zink from Sterling. 

“She’s earned her nickname,” Sullivan said. 
“Whenever the ball is near she connects with it.” 

The other starters include Nancy Hamilton, Lin- 
coln; Laury Harmon, Trumbull; Paula Walberg, 
Elmwood; Janice Kruger, Randolph; Sue Heiser, 
Columbus; Ann Richardson, Kearney; Linda 
Brown, Blair; and Nancy Wilkinson, Fremont. Ac- 
companying the squad to the regional as substi- 
tutes will be Janet Lindhurst, Lincoln; Sue Luedtke, 
Lincoln; and Marsha Rupert from Los Angeles. 

Nebraska finished sixth in the regional event 
last season, but Sullivan figures “things are going 
to be different this year. We have the talent and 
the confidence.” 


Fourth set: CHAMPIONSHIPS. 
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Yes, this was daring. 

The 1995 Nebraska volleyball recruiting and media 
guide featured a cover on which three seniors — Billie 
Winsett, Allison Weston and Christy Johnson — were 
photographed in practice gear. Immediately above 
them were the words, “One Goal... One Focus... One 
Champion.” 

Never mind that Nebraska, to that point, had never 
captured a national championship in volleyball. 

Yes, Terry Pettit signed off on the cover. 

“T didn’t sleep a few nights because of it,” he told the 
Journal Star. 

That’s because the cover essentially was a daring 


— a public pronouncement 
HAM a! (0) rH 


of Nebraska’s singular 
focus that season. Es- 
sentially, it was all or nothing. 

Pettit recalled that three years before the cover shot 
— when Winsett, Weston and Johnson were in the early 
stages of their Husker careers — he pulled the trio aside 
during a practice and told them they would all be on the 
court playing key roles when Nebraska won its first na- 
tional championship. 

“At some point in my career, I just realized they can’t 
do it if you don’t believe it — if they don’t sense that 
you believe it,’ Pettit said. “You have to be willing to 
take risks.” 

Pettit devotes one chapter of his recent book, “Talent 
and the Secret Life of Teams,” to the 1995 squad, the 
first NCAA volleyball team from the Midwest to win a 
national title. He recounts a moving scene that No- 
vember as his team pushed toward the NCAA Tourna- 
ment. 

Johnson, the starting setter and impassioned team 
leader, and two younger players, Lisa Reitsma and Stacie 
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Christy Johnson was the setter on Nebraska’s 1995 national championship team. Courne Star Archives) 


Maser, were the only players left in the team’s strength 
center. Reitsma and Maser noticed Johnson was crying. 
“T want you guys to know that me holding you re- 


sponsible every day is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to 
doin my life?’ Johnson said. “But I also want you to 
know that winning a national championship at 


y NEEL 


Nebraska is the most important thing to me, andI 
will continue to do it.” 

Johnson led Nebraska to a 63-2 record in her final 
two seasons at Nebraska while never losing an away 
match. Weston, an imposing and dynamic middle 
blocker, was the 1995 co-winner of national player 
of the year honors. Winsett, an outside hitter who 
was named the 1996 NCAA Woman of the Year, was 
one of the nation’s premier passers. 

Johnson was a courageous leader and drew crucial 
support from Winsett and Weston, who provided 
leadership in other ways, Pettit wrote in his book. 

Pettit clearly loved the 1995 team in totality. 

“Tt was not so much that I was sure we would win 
the national championship match as was my feeling 
that if I ever fell short of achieving something I really 
wanted, this is the team I wanted to go down with)’ 
Pettit wrote. 

Inthe national title match — a four-game triumph 
over Texas in Amherst, Mass. — Nebraska benefited 
from a huge match from an unlikely source, junior 
outside hitter Kate Crnich. Taking advantage of the 
Longhorns’ strategy to bunch block in the middle, 
Crnich ripped 25 kills — 12 more than her previous 
career high. The Amherst Bulletin newspaper ran the 
following headline the day after the match: “The 
Crnich That Stole Christmas.” 

The 1995 Nebraska team obviously was loaded 
with talent, but Johnson was the clear-cut leader. 
She’s now proving to be an excellent head coach. 
Since taking over at Iowa State in 2004, Johnson has 
turned a once-moribund Cyclone program into a 
program on the rise — including an Elite Eight ap- 
pearance in 2008. 

Late in the 2008 season, Pettit told the Journal 
Star he sent an e-mail to Nebraska coach John Cook. 
“T think I see the next Husker head coach,’ Pettit 
wrote to Cook. “He knew I was talking about 

Christy.” 
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Kate Crnich helped the Huskers in their 1995 national championship win against Texas. She recorded 25 kills, 12 more 
than her previous career high. Journal Star Archives) 


Billie Winsett had 10 kills as the Huskers defeated UCLA in the Central Regional final at 


the NU Coliseum in 1995. (Journal Star Archives) 
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Second-game power surge 


a 
SS 


sparks Huskers | 


Dec. 10, 1995 

It appeared Nebraska was in for at 
least a four-game grind against one of 
college volleyball’s traditional powers 
Saturday. 

After losing the first game, UCLA 
bolted toa 7-0 lead in the second. 

Then, almost as quickly as you can say 
Final Four, the Cornhuskers stopped the 
Bruins in their tracks. 

Top-ranked Nebraska scored the final 
15 points of the second game and then 
scratched out the game-three win, earn- 
ing a 15-9, 15-7, 16-14 triumph in the 
championship match of the NCAA Cen- 
tral Regional. 

UCLA — one of five schools to play in 
all15 NCAA Tournaments — couldn’t 
quite recover from Nebraska's second- 
game power surge, which had the NU 
Coliseum crowd of 4,307 onits feet and 
roaring. 

“That was certainly a turning point in 
the evening,” said UCLA’s Andy Bana- 
chowski, the winningest coach in NCAA 
women’s volleyball history at 795-161 
(.832). “I thought we started playing well 
late in the second game and then got off 
to such a great start in the third. But this 
season, we haven’t played that well 
when we're in front. It’s been a weak- 
ness.” 

Nebraska’s celebration started when 


HF gol 2] fatal ai rad 
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Kate Crnich and Allison Weston blocked 
Kim Krull’s kill attempt, giving the 
Huskers the 16-14 win in the third game. 

Now, at least for today, Nebraska can 
enjoy the thought of reaching the Final 
Four for the fourth time in school history 
and the first time since 1990. The 
Huskers, who have never won an NCAA 
volleyball crown, reached the title match 
in 1986 and1989., 

The victory was particularly signifi- 
cant for Nebraska’s three seniors — We- 
ston, setter Christy Johnson and outside 
hitter Billie Winsett. Each has had astel- 
lar college career, but not one of them 
had been to a Final Four. 

“Obviously, this feels incredible,” said 
Johnson, who put up 51] ef Nebraska’s 53 
set assists. “When we were in the locker 
room talking about everything (after the 
match), you realize how much it has all 
been worth it, how playing a match like 
this makes it all worth it.” 

Weston agreed. 

“Tt’s amazing the energy we put into 
this one night)’ Weston said. “It’s rever- 
berating around everybody.” 

As has been the case many times this 
season, Nebraska was paced offensively 
by Weston and 6-foot-4 outside hitter 
Lisa Reitsma. They had 17 kills apiece, 
while middle blocker Jen McFadden and 
Winsett each added 10 kills. 
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Michigan State gives Nebraska all it can handle in semifinals 


Dec. 15, 1995 

AMHERST, Mass. — Nebraska should 
be thankful it has today off. 

The Cornhuskers will need some rest 
after the 2-hour, 24-minute scrap they 
endured in Thursday’s semifinal round of 
the NCAA Tournament. Second-ranked 
Nebraska overcame a lackluster start, 
found some unexpected good fortune in 
the fifth game and held off No. 3 Michigan 
State 10-15, 15-8, 15-8, 9-15, 15-8, 

Nebraska — which improved to 31-1 
with its 30th straight victory — found 
itself in unfamiliar territory after losing 
the first game. The Huskers hadn’t lost 
the first game of a match since October 
1994 against Kansas State. Their main 
problem against the Spartans was seven 
service errors. 

Nebraska played only its second five- 
game match of the season, while Michi- 
gan State played its fifth. But the Corn- 
huskers survived, and now will face No. 
4 Texas, which shocked top-ranked 
Stanford 15-13, 0-15, 15-17, 15-6, 15-12in 
the other semifinal. 

A crowd of 6,932 attended the two 
matches despite a storm that dumped 
nearly a foot of snow in the region. 

Nebraska, playing in its 14th straight 
NCAA Tournament, has never won ana- 
tional volleyball title. Michigan State 
(34-13) — the surprise team of the sea- 
son — had never advanced to the Final 
Four, but the Spartans played like a reg- 


Pettit surprised by fans response to title 


BY STEVE SIPPLE 
Dec. 23, 1995 


Nebraska volleyball coach Terry 
Pettit has been surprised by some 
people’s response to his team’s NCAA 
championship, 

Pettit was prepared to be congratu- 
lated, but he wasn’t ready for the 
many “thank yous.” 

“A lot of people we meet on the 
street just say, ‘Thank you!” Pettit 
said. “Tt shows that the championship 
has meant something to them, that 
they have enjoyed it. They’ve enjoyed 
seeing the players compete and 
they’ve enjoyed the way the players 
handle themselves” 

Last Saturday: in Amherst, Mass., 
second-ranked Nebraska defeated 
No. 4 Texas in four games to capture 
its first national volleyball champi- 
onship. The victory capped perhaps 
the most memorable season in the 
program’s 21-year history. 

The Cornhuskers, ranked No. 1 for 
14 out of 15 weeks this season, fin- 


ular participant against the Huskers. 
Nebraska coach Terry Pettit is glad the 
Spartans are history. 
“There was a lot to lose in this match?” 


ished 32-1, including a12-1 record 
against ranked teams. They experi- 
enced no major down cycles during 
the season. In the postseason, they 
were relentless in taking their game to 
ahigher level, culminating with two 
grueling NCAA Final Four victories. 

Pettit, who completed his 19th sea- 
son as Nebraska’s coach, often used the 
word “comfortable” when describing 
how he feels about the title. He is com- 
fortable in the knowledge his players 
and assistant coaches did all they pos- 
sibly could this season and were re- 
warded. He is comfortable with the di- 
rection his program has progressed. He 
is comfortable with the way the cham- 
pionship impacts his current and for- 
mer players and assistants. 

“And Ijust know a lot of people 
were very happy,” he said. “Personal- 
ly, I’m pleased and comfortable with 
the championship. But it isn’t as if I 
was playing a chess match and just 
beat the grand master. The players did 
this.” 


Pettit said. “Now we can go after some- 

thing. I think that’s the dynamics of it” 
Pettit was proud his team hung tough 

throughout the Michigan State match. 
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“T’m just so proud our players put 
themselves in this position.” Pettit said. 
“They’ve been saying they would bein 
the championship match all year long. 
They are more outspoken than Iam, but 
Ithink we'll play really well Saturday. 

“We're just going to go out and let it 
fly. I'll probably do less coaching in that 
match than I’ve done all year.” 

Pettit probably did more sweating 
than he had all year Thursday, particu- 
larly during game five. In five-game 
matches, teams score a point with every 
serve in the final game. 

Nebraska and Michigan State battled 
evenly to 7-7, and that’s where some 
good fortune came in handy for the 
Huskers. NU’s Lisa Reitsma had her kill 
attempt blocked straight down toward 
teammate Jen McFadden. 

Almost in self-defense, McFadden, a 
middle blocker, bumped the ball over the 
net. It floated untouched into the corner, 
starting a pivotal 4-0 run that gave Ne- 
braska an 11-7 lead. McFadden added 
two blocks during the surge. 

Nebraska senior setter Christy John- 
son said McFadden’s play that gave the 
Huskers their 8-7 lead provided a signif- 
icant boost. 

“A play like that just gives you fire” 
said Johnson, who had 72 of Nebraska's 
78 set assists. “It would be like me slam- 
ming the ball from the 10-foot line. It 
just doesn’t happen much.” 
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Lisa Reitsma had 16 kills and hit .484 in Nebraska's win against Texas in the 1995 
NCAA championship match, but Billie Winsett and Kate Crnich also were keys to the 
Huskers’ victory. (Journal Star Archives) 
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Dec. 17, 1995 

AMHERST, Mass. — Nebraska pos- 
sessed more offensive options than 
Texas Saturday in the championship 
match of the NCAA Tournament. 

And that’s q big reason the Corn- 
huskers have their first NCAA volleyball 
title. 

Two of Nebraska’s secondary options 
sparkled against the Longhorns. Kate 
Crnich is the Huskers’ fifth option on 
offense, and Billie Winsett is known 
more for her exceptional passing than 
her attacking. 

But Saturday, second-ranked Nebras- 
ka’s two outside hitters pounded 25 kills 
apiece in the Huskers’ 11-15, 15-2, 15-7; 
16-14 victory before 7,364 spectators at 
the Mullins Center. 

Crnich, a 5-foot-11 junior, and Win- 
sett, a 5-11 senior, took advantage of 
Texas’ scheme that focused on stopping 
the Huskers’ offensive leaders through- 
out the season, 6-foot middle blocker 
Allison Weston and 6-4 right-side hit- 
ter Lisa Reitsma. 

Weston finished with 18 kills but hit 
only .040, which is 360 percentage 
points less than her average. 

Reitsma had 16 kills and hit .484, but 
Winsett and Crnich were Nebraska’s 
most potent weapons. 

“Kate played out of her mind,’ Weston 


said. “She was on fire. I’m glad she chose 
this game to be the best of her career.” 

Winsett was coming off a19-kill, 16- 
dig performance in Nebraska’s semifinal 
win against Michigan State Thursday. 
Against No. 4 Texas, she added 10 digs to 
her kill total. If the NCAA Final Four 
named a most valuable player, Winsett 
would have received plenty of votes. 

If Saturday’s match had an MVP, 
Crnich — who had 21 digs — would have 
received a lot of support. 

“T think Texas’ plan was to be on Allison 
(at the net) — every single time,” said 
Crnich, who entered the match averaging 
only 1.7 kills per game. “Allison’s an All- 
American. They were on Reitsma, too. 
That’s why me and Billie were successful.’ 

Nebraska coach Terry Pettit said his 
team was successful because his players 
trusted each other. He said trust has 
been a major part of the Huskers’ 32-1 
season, which ended with their 31st 
straight triumph. 

The players trusted Crnich and Win- 
sett, even though they aren’t Nebraska’s 
primary offensive threats. 

“You have to have a heck of a setter 
and other players on the court whose 
egos don’t get in the way,” Pettit said. 

Winsett and Crnich got plenty of sup- 
port. Nebraska middle blocker Jen Mc- 
Fadden continued her impressive late- 
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season run, pounding 16 kills while hitting 
-414, Setter Christy Johnson put up 87 of the 
Huskers’ 94 assists. Weston struggled offen- 
sively but tied her career high with nine 
block assists and had a career-high 22 digs. 
The Huskers outhit the Longhorns .296 to 
-183 and outdug them 92-71. 

At the end of the match, Nebraska’s three 
seniors — Johnson, Winsett and Weston — 
were in the front row. Weston and Johnson 
were credited with the match-ending block 
on Texas freshman Demetria Sance’s attack. 

“At that point, I couldn’t believe it. I was 
like, ‘We just won the whole damn thing?” 
Weston said. “Since my hitting wasn’t 
strong, I’m glad my block was.” 

Nebraska went up 9-3 in the fourth game 
after Reitsma had three kills and Winsett one 
during a 4-0 Husker run. 

But Texas (28-7) chipped away, eventually 
taking a 12-11 lead when Johnson missed We- 
ston ona quick-set attempt. 

Nebraska pulled to 12-12 when Johnson 
connected with Weston and Weston 
slammed the ball to the floor. 

Nebraska went up 13-12 ona service ace by 
freshman Fiona Nepo, but after two side- 
outs, Texas scored two straight points to go 
up 14-13. : 

The Longhorns served for the game twice, 
but Winsett saved the Huskers with kills on 
both occasions and then tied it 14-14 with 
her 24th kill. 

After four sideouts, Nebraska took the lead 
when Weston and Reitsma stuffed Angie 
Brietenfield’s attack attempt. Texas held off 
two match points before Weston and John- 
son blocked Sance’s final kill attempt. 


Nebraska fans don’t let a little snow stop them 


BY STEVE SIPPLE 
Dec. 15, 1995 


AMHERST, Mass. — Nebraska’s 
volleyball booster club had its plans all 
set for its trip to the NCAA Final Four. 

Amonth ago, John Cripe, president 
of The Match Club, said the organiza- 
tion secured about 80 seats on air- 
planes that left the Omaha and Lin- 
coln airports Thursday morning, 
bound for nearby Hartford, Conn. 

According to the plan, the Nebraska 
volleyball fans would get off airplanes 
and board two chartered buses that 
were waiting for them at the Hartford 
airport. After a quick stop at their ho- 
tel, the fans would arrive at the Mullins 
Center on the University of Massachu- 
setts campus, just in time for Thurs- 
day’s 4:30 p.m. match between Ne- 
braska and Michigan State. 

“We're hoping all this works,” 
Cripe had said Tuesday. “Hopefully, 
there won’t be 40 feet of snow.” 

There wasn’t 40 feet, but by the 
time Nebraska’s fans arrived for the 
match, about seven inches of snow 
had fallen. 

It slowed the fans, but it didn’t stop 
them. In all, more than 150 Husker 
fans were in attendance Thursday. 
Surprisingly, they made it on time, 
arriving about 20 minutes before the 
match. 

Steve Johnsen, the announcer for 


other. In addition to the fans, the 
Husker band, cheerleaders and even 
Lil’ Red made it to Amherst in time 
for the match. 

Three of Nebraska’s devoted vol- 


174, leyball fans — Glenn Oorlog and Al 
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Nebraska fans braved a snowstorm to 
cheer on the Huskers in the NCAA Final 
Four in Amherst, Mass., in 1995. (Jour- 
nal Star Archives) 
Ne eee 


Husker home matches, said the Ne- 
braska fans traveled from Hartford to 
Amherst on roads that were “horren- 
dous:” 

But Johnsen was incredulous when 
asked if it was worth the trouble. 

“Hey, we're talking about Nebraska 
volleyball,” Johnsen said. “It’s not like 
we need to go toa sunshine state to 
see this sport.” 

Nebraska’s fans filled one whole 
section of seats and spilled into an- 


4 Pernicek of Lincoln and Jim Cuba of 


Columbus — flew out of Lincoln 
Wednesday morning, arriving ona 
clear and crisp Massachusetts after- 
noon. 

“We're the advance scouting par- 
ty,’ Oorlog said. 

They were lucky. They beat the 
snow. 

For Oorlog, Pernicek and Cuba, 
traveling to Amherst was nothing. In 
1992, they attended every Nebraska 
match, home and away, Oorlog said. 
They drove to the Huskers’ match at 
Colorado, leaving for Boulder at noon 
and then driving back to Lincoln right 
after the match. Each had to work the 
next morning. No problem. 

“At the end of the season at the 
team’s banquet, Iremember Coach 
(Terry) Pettit telling us to get alife” 
Oorlog said. 

Oorlog said it is easy to get hooked 
on Nebraska volleyball. 

“Tt’s the total program. It’s the 
coach and the type of individuals he 
recruits,’ Oorlog said. “The Nebraska 
volleyball program is everything 
that’s right about college sports.” 
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a wild ride for new coach 


In sports, we hear a lot of talk about fate 
and destiny. 

So if it’s true that forces can work to de- 
termine the outcome of events before they 
occur, fate had a wonderfully wicked sense 
of humor during Nebraska’s 2000 champi- 
onship season. 

Only a sports writer hungry for a sensa- 
tional story could have strung together the 
dramatic mileposts that marked what was 
in many ways a dream season for John 
Cook, and in other ways, anightmare. 

Take the December afternoon in Rich- 

mond, Va., 
| 2000 CH HA AMPIONS when Cook 
— stared down 
anational championship with the feeling 
that he was looking into a muror. 

It had been two years since he bolted 
Wisconsin for Nebraska. Why? Because he 
believed it gave him a better chance to wina 
national championship. 

So here he was, on the sport’s grandest 
stage in his first season as Nebraska’s head 
coach, and who would be sharing the lead 
role? Wisconsin, of course. 

“Tjust kept thinking, ‘How in the heck 
does this happen?’” Cook said, reliving the 
discomfort he felt just from being in the 
same building with his former players, stars 
such as current NU assistant Lizzy Stemke 
who were admittedly steamed that he had 
left the Badgers after the 1998 season. 
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championship 


“Nobody expected Wisconsin to be 
there, so at that point, you knew Wisconsin 
was on a magical run,” Cook said. “I just felt 
like I was in ano-win situation.” 

With the passing of time, Cook can now 
take pride in what he accomplished that 
first season with Nebraska and what he 
built at Wisconsin, a program that has not 
returned to the Final Four since that 2000 
appearance. 

It’s worth noting, however, that Cook 
didn’t expect Nebraska to be in title con- 
tention that year. One of his first big deci- 
sions as head coach was to redshirt Nancy 
Metcalf, who at the time was far and away 
NU’s best player but was worn down from 
months training with the U.S. National 
Team. 

Cook, too, made the decision to go with 
Greichaly Cepero at setter, a promising tal- 
ent to be sure, but who the year before lost 
the only match where she set in all six rota- 
tions. 

“Because we redshirted Nancy, we were 
thinking of it as an investment year” Cook 
said. “Get Greicha a year of setting, and 
then we'd go for it in2001” 

Years later, Cook admits he still isn’t 
completely sure what happened to roll the 
clock ahead one year. 

Clearly, a big step was taking the team to 
China in the offseason. It’s where Cepero 
emerged and the new coaching staff 


Coach John Cook devised a system to accentuate Angie Oxley’s passing skills. It 


paid off with an NCAA championship in 2000. (William Lauer) 


watched the players mold into a tightly knit 
team. 

A system was designed where Angie Ox- 
ley would play opposite the setter and 
where her passing skills could be accentu- 
ated. Another key? The senior captains — 
Oxley, Kim Behrends and Jill McWilliams — 
selflessly embraced a talented sophomore 
class that developed rapidly. 

Not only was Cepero the nation’s player 
of the year in 2000, but sophomores Laura 
Pilakowski and Amber Holmquist were All- 
Americans. Another sophomore, Lindsay 
Wischmeier, had the signature play in Ne- 
braska’s win in the national semifinals, div- 
ing off the court to extend a rally against 
Hawaii. 

“T thought Hawaii was the best team in 
the country that year,” Cook said. 

And it might have won it all, considering 
how close Nebraska came to losing in the 
second round against unheralded South 
Carolina at the NU Coliseum. Just 10 days 
after undergoing an emergency appendec- 
tomy, Pilakowski managed 15 kills in a har- 
rowing win that is now just a small part of 
the lore of a 34-0 season. 

I covered the 2000 team from start to fin- 
ish, and the one visual that sticks with me is 
seeing former coach Terry Pettit walk arm- 
in-arm with Cepero down a quiet hallway 
toward the Huskers’ jubilant locker room 
following the championship match. 

Inever really understood why it was that 
Pettit quit when he did, nor why a Puerto 
Rican chose to play her volleyball and bas- 
ketball at Nebraska. 

I guess you could simply say it was fate. 
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Setter Greichaly Cepero came to Nebraska from Pue i > th 
tto Rico and became the 2000 nati i i 
Huskers to the NCAA championship. (William Lauer) Riey Pore er Pies ies 
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Behrends makes most of her chance to play her senior year 


Dec. 10, 2000 

Kim Behrends and John Cook share a common bond. 

Behrends might not be playing for the Nebraska vol- 
leyball team had Nancy Meendefing not elected to red- 

shirt last summer, vacating a starting spot for the sen- 
ior from Chappell. 

Cook might still be coaching Wisconsin had Terry 
Pettit not stepped aside after last season and hand- 
picked his successor. 

Both are making the most of the opportunity. 

In the feel-good moment of the season, Behrends 
wrapped up Nebraska’s seventh trip to the NCAA Final 
Four. Behrends served the final six points Saturday as 
the top-ranked Huskers held off Arizona 15-7, 19-17, 15- 
11 before 4,043 fans at the Coliseum. 

“T was just wanting to get them over,’ Behrends said. 
“Tjust remember a couple being too close. 

“Tkept thinking, ‘Here it comes. We’re so close. 
We’re so close? There were no tears, but each point I 
was just getting more excited. Ijust needed a deep 
breath each time.” 

Nebraska (32-0) advanced to meet No. 3 Hawaiiin the 
second of two national semifinal matches Thursday in 
Richmond, Va. Second-ranked Southern California and 
No. 4 Wisconsin also advanced to what ranks as one of 
the most intriguing Final Fours in recent memory. 

No team, however, can likely top Nebraska’s tale. 

Imagine a team coming off a disappointing season a 
year ago. That team goes back to work this fall without 
its best player and without much confidence from out- 
side the program that a Final Four was in the works. 

No one could have imagined a perfect season anda 
possible national championship. That’s happened only 

once in NCAA volleyball history. 

But anyone who watched Nebraska this season 


— 
Kim Behrends helped Nebraska get past Arizona in the re- 
gional and remain undefeated. (Journal Star Archives) 


knows not to count out the Huskers. There’s a bond be- 
tween players, among players and coaches and spread- 
ing to the fans. They all talk about trust and confidence. 
Behrends is the effort’s poster child. 


“Her opportunity came about when Nancy Meen- 
dering redshirted,” Cook said. “Without that, Kim’s 
probably sitting the bench her senior year. Kim got an 
opportunity her senior year and made the most of it.” 

That bond pulled Nebraska through some difficult 
times this season and the most harrowing moments of 
Saturday’s match. 

Arizona’s fate was certain after the Huskers fought 
off six game points in a wild game-two victory. Nebras- 
ka won on its sixth attempt at game point, a kill from 
Laura Pilakowski with who else but Behrends at the 
service line. 

“J really thought that’s where we won the match,” 
Cook said. “Arizona gave us their best shot there. They 
had several chances to put us away and they couldn’t do 
me 
Arizona committed errors on three swings to win the 
game and two more that turned the Wildcats’ 17-16 
lead into an 18-17 deficit. The 19 points were the most 
scored by Nebraska in a game since the memorable 
1996 regional final against Penn State won by the 
Huskers 20-18 in the fifth game. 

Saturday’s win to clinch a Final Four spot wasn’t as 
dramatic but was no less emotional. 

Behrends rotated to the service line with Nebraska 
trailing 11-9 in the third game. 

She tied it with an ace and drilled another for a 13-11 
lead, thrusting her fist into the air as the Coliseum 
crowd could sense something special happening. 

The regional’s most outstanding player, Greichaly 
Cepero, gave Nebraskaits match point with a success- 
ful dump and then blocked Lisa Rutledge for the win- 
ner. 

Nebraska players and coaches shared hugs as Cook 
glanced up to where Pettit was seated and smiled. 
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Semifinal win against Rainbow Wahine has plenty of storylines 


Dec. 15, 2000 

RICHMOND, Va. — In volleyball, each game ina 
match has a story allits own. 

Nebraska’s NCAA semifinal victory against Hawaii 
on Thursday night was comprised of four very different 
contests, each helping to define this amazing Husker 
team in some microcosmic way. 

Ineach game, it was easy to see how this team got 
through 33 matches without a defeat while also observ- 
ing the strengths in ability and character NU will need 
to handle a high-flying Wisconsin team Saturday. 


Chapter One: The Young and the Fearless 
NU 15, Hawaii3 

The Huskers’ sensational sophomores continue to 
grow up faster than anyone could have imagined. Gre- 
ichaly Cepero, Amber Holmquist and Laura Pilakowski 
don’t play like kids. Their motto is “Second year. No 
fear.’ 

Allthree contributed to NU’s quick start against the 
Rainbow Wahine. Three Pilakowski- Holmquist blocks, 
a Cepero solo block and a Holmquist kill gave the 
Huskers an 8-1 lead. 

Another Holmquist kill gave NU the game and 
pounded into oblivion any concerns about whether the 
kids could handle the Final Four heat. 


Chapter Two: Road Warriors 
NU 15, Hawaii 12 
Some wondered how the Huskers would fare away 
from headquarters, in a strange building and ona 
strange court. 


Although there were an estimated 1,000 Big Red fans 
among the 7,000 or so in the Richmond Coliseum on 
Thursday night, it clearly wasn’t the NU Coliseum. But 
the women did fine in their foreign surroundings. Not 
even the Hawaii band leader, who tried to rattle each 
NU server with shouts of “I love you,’ could sink the 
Huskers in game two. 

In that second game, NU solidified its chances of 
winning with a healthy supply of quick set, and I’m not 
talking about do-it-yourself concrete. Cepero and jun- 
ior middle blocker Jenny Kropp have turned the quick 
set into an art form. Cepero gives the ball a short, low- 
trajectory push to the net, and Kropp finishes it. 

I counted at least four Cepero-to-Kropp quick-set 
kills in game two. 

“The quick set takes a lot of communication,” 
Cepero said, “and Jenny is really good at letting me 
know where she is on the court.” 


Chapter Three: Anna and The Swing 
Hawaii 15, NU 9 

The Huskers showed me a lot in their game-three 
loss. NU made a game of it after trailing 10-1. It would 
have been easy to tank it and gear up for the fourth 
game, but the Huskers made arun at winning the 
match in a sweep. 

“T think when we started to get behind, we knew we 
had to change and come at it harder than what we were 
doing,’ Kropp said. 

The late charge provided a bit of amomentum swing 
going into game four. 

Game three also marked the Final Four debut of 


freshman Anna Schrad, who made a few mistakes but 
also made several big plays while subbing for senior 
Kim Behrends. 


Chapter Four: A Real Page Turner 
NU 15, Hawaiilo 

The thought of a fifth chapter to this tale did cross 
my mind at various points during game four. 

I don’t know if it crossed coach John Cook’s mind, 
however. Cook himself wasn’t even sure what crossed 
his mind toward the end of the fourth game. When I 
asked him what he said to his team after calling a time- 
out late in the game, he asked back, “Did I call that?” 

Yes, Coach, you did, and whatever you said worked. 
After the team meeting, the Huskers reeled off the 
three points they needed to say Aloha to the Rainbow 
Wahine. 

Everything came together down the stretch. When 
the Huskers needed the strong serve, they got it. When 
they needed the big block, they got it. When they need- 
ed noise from their fans, they got it. 

Hawaii brought everything in game four, and NU 
didn’t blink. . 

There were two big aces from Angie Oxley early, 
three straight Husker kills from Pilakowski at mid- 
game, and it was a block by Schrad and Kropp that 
closed the door. 

“We end most of our matches blocking,” Cook said. 
“That’s standard procedure for us.” 

As is winning. 

And on Saturday, Cook’s Huskers will try to close the 
book on that subject. 
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The Huskers celebrate with the NCAA championship trophy after defeating Wisconsin 
15-9, 915, 745, 15-2, 15-91 in Richmond, Va. Gournal Star Archives) 
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NU culminates unbeaten season 
with five-game win vs. Badgers 


Dec. 17, 2000 

RICHMOND, Va, — with all the risk 
Nebraska’s volleyball program built into 
this season, the Huskers should have ex- 
pected big dividends. 

Even the most aggressive players on 
Wall Street showever, would be jealous of 
this. 

Without its best player, with anew 
coach and an unproven setter, Nebraska 
captured its second NCAA champi- 
onship in six years Saturday afternoon. 
A late rally lifted the top-ranked Huskers 
toal5-9, 9-15, 7- 15, 15-2, 15-9 victory 
against No. 4 Wisconsin before 8,444 
spectators at the Richmond Coliseum. 

“This team maximized every ounce of 
ability that they had to accomplish this,” 
Nebraska coach John Cook said. “If you 
would have told anybody at the begin- 
ning of the year that Nebraska would go 
undefeated and win the national cham- 
pionship, they’d say ‘no way?” 

In one season, Cook did what it took 
former coach Terry Pettit 19 years to 
achieve. And at 34-0, this Nebraska 
team accomplished what only one other 
team has done in the 20-year history of 
the NCAA Tournament — finisha 
championship season undefeated. 

For Cook, everything traces to 1998 
and his five-game loss to Nebraska as 
Wisconsin’s head coach. Soon after, he 


made the bold decision to leave the Bad- 
gers, saying it was his best chance to win 
anational championship. 

Alongtime friend, Pettit had devised a 
plan where he would coach one more 
season, a transition year where Cook 
could get to know the team he would 
eventually lead. 

Cook officially took over a year ago 
last week and among his biggest deci- 
sions were to redshirt two-time All- 
American Nancy Meendering and take 
the team on an 18-day tour of China. 

The conditions were harsh, the food 
and housing nothing like they were ac- 
customed. The Huskers could have 
pulled apart, but instead they bonded in 
a way not even Cook could have predict - 
ed. 

On the last night of the trip, Greichaly 
Cepero stood up while overlooking the 
South China Sea and predicted the 
Huskers would win the national cham- 
pionship. 

“You don’t only need the physical tal- 
ent,” Cepero said. “One of the things 
more important is that people know how 
to work together and enjoy working to- 
gether every day. On that China trip I re- 
alized that we had something special.” 

Things went almost perfectly for Ne- 
braska, including Laura Pilakowski’s 


late-season appendectomy coming at the right time, 
until Cook was matched up against his former team. 
Relaxed as the underdog, Wisconsin (33-4) played with 
the kind of drive and determination you would expect 
of ateam trying to break the heart of a coach who broke 
theirs. 

With precise serving and a defense that scratched 
and clawed to dig as many Nebraska attacks as it possi- 
bly could, the Badgers were on the verge of a title in 
their first-ever Final Four. 

Wisconsin scored nine straight points after game two 
was tied at 4-4. The Badgers’ serves effectively took 
away Nebraska's ability to get the ball to Amber 
Holmquist or Jenny Kropp. The Huskers’ middle 
blockers went without a kill in the second game. 

In game three, it was a string of eight straight points 
by the Badgers that had the crowd — outside of 21,000 
or so Husker fans — buzzing in anticipation of an upset. 

All-American Sherisa Livingston had five kills and 
two blocks in the game-three victory, but it was Lisa 
Zukowski, a5-foot-10 freshman, who was Wisconsin's 
secret weapon. She came off the bench with two kills 
and ablock, all for points. 

“JT was very concerned because when your passers 
are struggling, there’s not much you can do about it,” 
Cook said. “Back in August, we talked about how pass- 
ing would determine how good this team would be?” 

Angie Oxley, Nebraska’s primary passer, was strug- 
gling. She was shaken in game one when Lizzy Fitzger- 
ald served back-to-back aces that caromed off Oxley’s 
forearms and out of play. 

Not being able to pass effectively was putting more 
and more stress on NU’s outside hitters, who combined 
for eight of the Huskers’ nine errors in game three. 

Kim Behrends came withOxley from western Ne- 
braska to join the Huskers in 1997. She could see her 
close friend was thinking too much and couldn't relax. 

Finally she said, “Angie, we’re not going to end our 
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Lindsay Wischmeier passes the ball during the 2000 na- 
tional championship match. (Journal Star Archives) 


season this way.’ 

The turnaround was as startling as it was seeing two 
Midwestern volleyball powers in the finals for the first 
time. 

Nebraska roared back to dominate game four behind 
seven kills from Holmquist and the first hints of nerves 
were visible on Wisconsin’s side of the net. 

“T didn’t like seeing that,” said Wisconsin coach Pete 
Waite. “There were times where we’ve gotten down 
this season, but even if we’ve lost, we’ve battled to get 
the momentum back on our side of the net. In that 
case, we didn’t.” 

After scoring the last nine points of game four, NU 
scored the first four in game five’s rally scoring and 
never lost the lead. 

Lindsay Wischmeier’s ace put Nebraska up 8-3 as 
the teams exchanged ends of the court. The Huskers 
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went up 10-6 on a Wisconsin service error and scored 
points 11 and 12 on kills from Oxley. 

Holmauist’s kill made it 13-8 and Behrends gave Ne- 
braska a 14-9 lead. With Behrends serving on champi- 
onship point, the senior dug an attack that Cepero set 
up for Pilakowski to finish. She drilled a shot that split 
the block of Wisconsin's Livingston and Lori Ritten- 
house for her 23rd kill of the match. 

Nebraska players celebrated in a pile on the court as 
the Badgers watched in disbelief. Cook hugged first- 
year assistants Staci Wolfe and Craig Skinner, then 
walked slowly toward the Wisconsin bench to shake 
hands with Waite. 

Cook later attempted to talk with some of his former 
Wisconsin players but without success. 

“T probably have an ulcer because my stomach has 
just been in knots ever since Wisconsin won because I 
was dreading this match,’ Cook said. “It’s a tough situ- 
ation for me. How bad do you think they wanted to beat 
Nebraska?” 

Nebraska’s players did what they could to help. 

“All day, it was ‘Do it for Coach Cook?” Oxley said. 
“We're glad he came to Nebraska.” 

The Huskers swept all the major awards this week, 
with Cook named coach of the year and Cepero player 
of the year, 

Cepero, also the most outstanding player in the tour- 
nament, came to Nebraska from Puerto Rico because of 
the school’s history of producing standout setters. 

Holmquist, who finished with 16 kills, and Pilakows- 
ki gave NU three sophomores on the all-tournament 
team. Cepero gives Nebraska that extra something that 
wins titles. 

Predicting the national title in June was arisk. 

“Tt takes a special leader to make that statement and 
back it up,” Cook said. “She’s believed in it all along and 
her team's gone with her?” 
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NU had many defining moments in 2006 championship season 


As a reporter, there are times when you'd love tobe 
that dry-erase marker in the locker room, just to gaina 
better appreciation for all that happens there. 

The strategies and coaching adjustments. I always 
find those things interesting. 

But what I’m talking about is the interaction among 
players. Whose voices are heard above others? Who 
encourages her teammates? 

If there was one match among all those I’ve watched 
ss see Nebraska play, the 
| 2006 CHAM “4 U NS | Gainesville Regional fi- 
= —E " nalin2006 isthe one 
where I wish I could have been behind closed doors. 

I wonder, before that match, could you have sensed 
the overwhelming pressure on the Huskers to win and 
reach the first Final Four to be played in Omaha? It cer- 
tainly showed on the court as Nebraska dropped the 
first two games to Minnesota. 

The Huskers, as you know, came back to win. And 
once they made it to Omaha, the pressure was off and 
the celebration was on after NU knocked off UCLA and 
Stanford to win the program’s third national title. 

Beginning with an offseason trip to China, the play- 
ers and coaches are fortunate to have a lifetime of 
memories to hold onto, including what went on in the 
locker room at intermission of the Minnesota match. 

Co-captain Tracy Stalls told of players aligning ina 
circle to symbolize that “when we do it together, no- 
body can stop us.” 

Head coach John Cook went even deeper, pointing to 
the videos and exercises that he put the team through 
to help develop trust and teamwork. 

“All of the work that we had done leading up to that 
point with that team, of getting them to understand 
that they were going to have to have some defining mo- 


son, Rachel Schwartz, Amanda Gates and Tracy Stalls pose on the Great Wall during the Husker volleyball team’s trip 
to China in May of 2006. (Journal Star Archives) 


ments to get to Omaha, and they were going to have to 
work through those ... all of that came out in that mo- 
ment,” Cook said. 

“Iremember thinking Minnesota played two perfect 
games. They were flawless,” he added. “But Iremember 


thinking, ‘OK, there’s no way they’re going to keep this 
up. Iremember reminding the team that Minnesota 
was going to open the door for us, and we had to take 
advantage of that.” 

Opportunity was also the personal story of Dani 
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Busboom and Dani Mancuso, the home- 
grown senior starters on the champi- 
onship team. 

Cook asked Busboom to move to libero 
for her senior season, and instead of hav- 
ing the excuse of playing anew position, 
she proved invaluable in her new role. 

Mancuso, too, could have been shut 
out of the Huskers’ lineup without the 
shoulder surgery that forced Christina 
Houghtelling to miss the entire season. 
Mancuso not only had to fill the shoes of 
the 2005 national player of the year, she 
had to fit into a collection of talent that 
included Sarah Pavan and Jordan Lar- 
son, arguably the two greatest players in 
Nebraska history. 

It wasn’t always perfect. 

“At some point, I was frustrated with 
Dani,” Cook admits. “You’re thinking, 
‘She’s never going to get it done.” 

It was Pavan, the national player of 
the year in 2006, who boldly stated that 
she wouldn’t let Nebraska lose. Yet in 
many ways, it was Mancuso who exuded 
the confidence and belief for the 
Huskers when it mattered most. 

“She played the greatest matches of 
her life in the semifinals and finals, and 
it started against Minnesota,’ Cook said. 
“That’s how you know your hard work 
paid off.” 

Prior to the championship match, the 
Journal Star featured the words that 
each player chose to guide them through 
the 2006 season. 

Freshman setter Rachel Holloway. 
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ani Busboom was moved to libero for her senior season and proved invaluable in the Huskers’ title run. (Journal Star Archives) 


Fearless. 
Amanda Gates. Impact. 
Maggie Griffin. Moxie. 
The list goes on. 


match. 

Inside, there was a team that had 
something special, and the whiteboard 
said it all: Champions. 


The cynic in me had thought, “Just 
words.” That is, until I watched that vic- 
tory over Stanford and finally got into 
the winners’ locker room after the 
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Inspired Husker volleyball team knows what love is 


Dec. 16, 2006 

Deep thought is alive and well in the 
fourth grade. I can confirm it after a visit 
to the Lakeview Elementary Writing Fair 
on Friday morning. 

The kids asked some of my old fa- 
vorites. Then along came Chase, wear- 
ing a San Diego Chargers jersey in tribute 
to LaDainian Tomlinson and sounding 
very much like host James Lipton on 
Bravo’s “Inside the Actor’s Studio.” 

“What's your favorite word?” he 
asked. 

Thadn’t thought of it before, but the 
answer didn’t seem all that difficult. 

I think it’s love. 

It only takes one word to motivate, 
one word to inspire. 

For Jordan Larson, the word is PAS- 
SION. For Dani Mancuso, DISCIPLINE. 
For Sarah Pavan and Amanda Gates, IM- 
PACT. 

Each member of the NU volleyball 
team has a word that has helped them 
get to this point, to tonight’s NCAA 
championship match against Stanford. 

The players got to pick the words that 
would guide them through the 2006 
season. 

“Tt’s just another way,” said coach John 
Cook, “of trying to give them visuals of 
how important those little things are.” 

They started out as little things during 
the summer months, but they will be- 
come really big things tonight. That’s 
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Coach John Cook had the 2006 Huskers choose a word that would guide them through 


the season. They then had the words printed on the back of their practice jerseys, with 


the word “build” on the front. (Journal Star Archives) 


when 17,000 fans will make the most in- 
credible racket while 12 young women 
hear nothing but those words, the words 
they’ve worn all season on the back of 
their black practice jerseys. 

Every shirt says BUILD on the front — 
the foundation of the team’s pyramid of 
success — but the back of each top is 
personalized with individual expres- 
sions of inspiration. 

DISCIPLINE. PRESENCE. TRUST. 
“Trust” belongs to Tracy Stalls, and 
it’s also the answer you get when you ask 

Cook for his favorite word. 
Some of the words the players chose 


are different from the words on the team 
pyramid, which includes FAITH, 
FIGHT, CONFIDENCE, INTEGRITY, 
COMMUNICATION and LOVE. 

Love. Who’s feeling it? 

Ifound out it’s a digging machine 
from Cortland, Neb., who was feeling 
anything but love a year ago. Now the 
word is part of her daily wardrobe. 

“T wasn’t loving what I was doing, and 
it was ridiculous not to be” said Dani 
Busboom. “I mean, this is my dream, 
playing for anational championship, 
and having some of my best friends on 
the team, and I wasn’t loving it. 
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“T knew, for me to have a good season 
this year, especially with the position 
change, I was going to have to change my 
attitude and just love it.” 

The switch from setter to libero — to 
make room for Rachel Holloway — 
didn’t go over well with Busboom. Her 
frustration with the move is well-docu- 
mented. 

“Tt’s always easy to love your team- 
mates,” she said, “but sometimes not so 
easy to love your coaches.” 

She was one bummed senior-to-be. 
But Busboom did the only thing she 
could do. She got over it. She became a 
leader, a team captain. 

“Sometimes it takes until their senior 
year until they get it)’ Cook said. 

Busboom gets it. 

“She certainly has embraced that she 
is the heart and soul of this team?’ Cook 
said. “She made a big sacrifice. I think 
there comes a lot of respect with that” 

It allcomes down to this one match 
tonight against a Stanford team that 
made the defending champs from 
Washington look like a Y rec team 
Thursday. 

This is when trust and passion and 
discipline need that little something ex- 
tra to put them over the top. 

The Huskers, playing for an NCAA 
volleyball championship in front of 
17,000 fans who love them... 

“It is inspiring, “Cook said. 
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Teammates step up as Larson struggles but perseveres 


Dec. 15, 2006 


OMAHA -— If Thursday’s match had lasted long 
enough, everyone in the record crowd of 17,013 at 
Qwest Center Omaha might have had the chance to 
counsel Jordan Larson. 

When Nebraska’s sophomore outside hitter couldn’t 
buy a kill, head coach John Cook summoned Christina 
Houghtelling, assistant coach Charlene Johnson-Taga- 
loa and others — you get the picture — to encourage 
Larson to stick with her game. 

“All players are going to struggle,” Cook said. “It’s 
how they deal with it. This was a change for her to be 
able to pull through something like that.” 

There were bigger stars — Sarah Pavan and Tracy 
Stalls — as top-ranked Nebraska advanced to Satur- 
day’s national championship match at Qwest Center 
Omaha, but Larson’s contribution in a 23-30, 30-28, 
30-23, 30-28 semifinal win against No. 4 UCLA 
shouldn’t be overlooked. 

Larson smacked the clinching kill, just her sixth of 
the night on 50 swings, but it was her perseverance of- 
fensively and tenacity defensively that kept Nebraska 
and the sold-out crowd init. 

That wasn’t the case a year ago, when Larson and the 
Huskers could never get going in the championship 
match against Washington in San Antonio. Larson, 
who came through Thursday with a career-high 25 
digs, said she was thrilled to have a second chance. 

“As a player, if something’s not going right in one as- 
pect of my game, then] really try and focus on making 
the other aspects good, whether that’s passing or play - 
ing defense,” Larson said. “Tenight, I did that, and 
everybody else stepped to the plate offensively and 
made them pay as much as they could. 

“They've got my back.” 


with a career-high 17 kills in NU's victory against UCLA in 
the NCAA Tournament semifinals. Journal Star Archives) 
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Nebraska (32-1) finds itself back in Saturday's cham- 
pionship match. The Huskers will face No. 2 Stanford, an 
easy winner against Pacific-10 Conference rival Wash- 
ington in Thursday’s late semifinal. Pac-10 teams have 
won every championship since NU’s last title, in 2000. 

It’s hard to imagine, but no doubt there will be an 
even greater buzz at Qwest Center Omaha on Saturday 
than for Thursday’s Nebraska-UCLA opener. Fans ar- 
rived early to greet the Huskers with a roar that 
prompted Cook to at one point cover his ears. 


“When we came out in that arena and to see the 
whole place filled with red, it’s an unbelievable feeling” 
Cook said. Yet it wasn’t until Nebraska had settled 
down and began to play at achampionship level that 
the crowd surged and helped to swing the momentum. 

Just as the Huskers did in outlasting Minnesota in a 
five-game regional final last weekend, Nebraska bat - 
tled back Thursday when things looked dimmest. 

After its passing faltered in a game-one loss to the 
Bruins, Nebraska found itself in a 28-26 hole in game 
two and appeared to be teetering as communication 
breakdowns and errant attacks were hurting the 
Huskers’ cause. 

Pavan, who took the responsibility for one of those 
breakdowns, made good on her intention to make up 
for that. Pavan took an out-of-system set and her kill 
brought the big crowd to its feet. 

Stalls promptly served the next three points, forcing 
two hitting errors and a ball-handling miscue from 
UCLA that dramatically changed the match. 

“Mentally, if we go down 0-2, we’re in a big hole, 
even though we had the crowd,” Cook said. “That was 
the difference” 

There were other keys, specifically Pavan’s nine- 
point serving run in game three that resulted in two 
aces and four overpasses for points. Stalls also came up 
big, outshining first-team All-American Nana Meri- 
wether in a head-to-head duel of middle blockers. 

Stalls had a career-high 17 kills, seven of those com- 
ing on eight game -three swings. Meriwether, mean- 
while, hit just .190 and finished with 12 kills after en- 
tering the match as the nation’s most efficient attacker. 

“Stalls did the things tonight we saw her do on tape, but 
they used her alot more,’ UCLA coach Andy Banachows- 
kisaid. “It was disappointing we couldn’t contain her” 


a 
ase” 


Dani Mancuso celebrates scoring NU's 28th point of the second game in the Huskers’ 
victory against Stanford in the NCAA championship match. (William Lauer) 
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Huskers’ dream comes true with 
victory at Qwest Center Omaha 


Dec. 17, 2006 

OMAHA — Home has never been so 
sweet. 

As kids, it’s hard to believe that Jordan 
Larson and the other homegrown 
Huskers ever dreamed of winning ana- 
tional championship in their own back- 
yard. But there’s no doubt they always 
dreamed of being Huskers. And what a 
dream come true Saturday was for those 
players and little girls from Omaha to 
Scottsbluff yearning to one day play for 
the Big Red. 

Together, they celebrated a national 
championship. 

Nebraska, with key contributions 
from five in-state players, defeated 
Stanford 27-30, 30-26, 30-28, 30-27 to 
claim the program’s third national title 
and the first in the last three seasons as 
the nation’s No. 1 team. 

Omaha native Dani Mancuso must 
have hugged everyone in Qwest Center 
Omaha by the time she finally made it 
into the happy Husker locker room. As 
cell phones buzzed with text messages of 
congratulations and tears mixed with 
wide smiles, Mancuso said her dream 
had come true. 

“Tcouldn’t ask for a better group to 
win this with,’ she said, including her 
coaches, teammates and the NCAA vol- 
leyball record crowd of 17,209 that 


shared in the moment. 

The taxpayers who helped to foot the 
bill for Qwest Center Omaha apparently 
did so with Nebraska volleyball in mind. 
The Huskers, who have won 58 straight 
matches in their home state, are now 7- 
O at the venue where they’ll return to 
open the season next year. 

The crowd roared as Nebraska pushed 
toa 28-21 lead in game four, and it was 
just a matter of counting down the 
points. Mancuso, an Omaha Gross grad- 
uate, got No. 29, akill key in thwarting a 
Stanford rally. 

But once the Cardinal got to within 
29-27, Nebraska had to use a timeout. 
With Mancuso and injured Husker All- 
American Christina Houghtelling arm- 
in-arm on the sideline, the Huskers 
came out with a perfect pass, a precise 
set and Larson's match clincher. 

Head coach John Cook described the 
title with terms such as “unbelievable” 
and “awesome,” and said it was a fairy 
tale for Nebraska to clinch it on back-to- 
back kills from home-state players. 

It could also be described as unex- 
pected, even though Nebraska had been 
ranked No. 1 all season. The Huskers 
(33-1) didit without Melissa Elmer and 
Jennifer Saleaumua, the greatest blocker 
and digger, respectively, in program his- 
tory. 
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They won without Houghtelling, who 
wore an ice pack on her surgically re- 
paired shoulder before the match and 
mixed expressions of sadness and joy af- 
ter it. When she joins up with Sarah Pa- 
van next season, Nebraska will have the 
luxury of two national players of the year 
on the court at the same time. 

Now that’s pressure. 

Nebraska, however, learned to deal 
with pressure this season. When the 
magnitude of trying to make it to Omaha 
seemed to be weighing on his team and 
the result was up-and-down perform- 
ances, Cook organized a meeting and 
told the team to let it go. If they didn’t 
make it, he’d take the heat. 

A November loss at Colorado served 
more as aspringboard to success than a 
recipe for disaster — that is until Ne- 
braska found itself in a heap of trouble 
against Minnesota in the NCAA regional 
final. 

Down two games to none, Nebraska 
went to the locker room and regrouped. 
Pavan took over when the match re- 
sumed, making good on her pledge that 
she wouldn’t let Nebraska lose and guar- 
anteeing this would be quite a week in 
Omaha. 

The Huskers didn’t beat just anybody. 
Washington’s Huskies won the title 
against Nebraska last year, but Stanford 
is the sport’s big dog. The No. 2 Cardinal 
(30-4) sought its seventh title and a 
sixth straight national championship for 
the Pacific-10 Conference. ™ 

Indeed, Stanford is where Pavan, this 
year’s Academic All-American of the 


Rachel Schwartz (left) checks for congratulatory text messages as she gets a hug from 
teammate Kori Cooper after the 2006 championship match. (William Lauer) 


Year, thought she would attend college 
and win championships. But after falling 
in love with Nebraska and its fans, to not 
get Saturday’s win might have crushed 
her. 

Instead, she cut loose with 22 kills and 
added 13 digs. 

“’m a lot more relaxed right now.” she 
said. “It’s unbelievable to know we're 
the best team in the country” 


Even in losing game one, there were 
positive signs for the Huskers. Foremost 
was the start of Larson, whose seven 
kills in 12 first-game swings equaled her 
total in 70 swings over Nebraska’s last 
two Final Four matches. 

In game two, it was Nebraska that 
made the late push. After Pavan blasted 
an overdig for a24-24 tie, setter Rachel 
Holloway bounced off the court and 
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screamed encouragement to her team- 
mates. On the next rally, Holloway 
rushed to the net to dig a ball that NU 
turned into an out-of-system kill from 
Mancuso. 

When the Huskers closed out the 
game to tie the match, the volume from 
the crowd reached its volleyball-week 
peak. 

And that was only the beginning. 

With Amanda Gates coming off the 
bench to spark Nebraska, the Huskers 
stormed from behind to win game three, 
overcoming a 26-22 deficit. Game four 
was tight until Gates lunged to pass a 
tight-to-the-net serve and Larson flew 
out of nowhere to block a ball that 
seemed destined as a kill for Stanford. 

“Tthought at that point, all the doubt 
went to Stanford?’ Cook said. 

Suddenly, Nebraska found itself 
counting down the points to a champi- 
onship. Libero Dani Busboom, who had 
21 digs, tried to block it out and couldn’t. 
Holloway tried not to smile, but 
couldn’t. 

Why not enjoy it? 

“This team definitely maxed out to get 
to this point,” Cook said. 

The journey that started last Decem- 
ber in San Antonio in the loss to Wash- 
ington, that continued half a world away 
in Japan and China, that included the 
jolting regular-season loss at Colorado 
and an exhilarating season-saving vic- 
tory in Florida, ended as a dream come 
true. 

For all the Huskers and future Huskers 
everywhere. 
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Record crowd brings down the house during Husker victory 


In 2006, Sarah Pavan said that she would not let the 


Huskers lose. And she didn't, leading NU to the title. (William 
Lauer) 


Dec. 17, 2006 

OMAHA — New eardrums, please. 

The old ones called it quits at 9:45 Saturday night. 
Andit’s all your fault, Sarah Pavan. 

It was at that exact time — cell phone clocks do not 
lie — when a volleyball met a floor and the noise of a 
red nation threatened to blow a roof off. 

It was Memorial Stadium-on-a-big-fourth- 
down-in-November loud. The Pavan bomb had just 
given Nebraska the third set in Saturday’s national 
championship match vs. Stanford at Qwest Center 
Omaha. 

It couldn’t get any louder, right? , 

Sure, it could, and did — at exactly 10:18. That’s 
when a Jordan Larson thunder shot put away the 
fourth set and NU called itself volleyball’s national 
champion. 

Guess we'll forgive Pavan and Larson for the hear- 
ing loss. As Lincoln’s Tom Chapman said before the 
match: “Hearing loss is kind of part of the deal.” 

And what a deal it was. 

Saturday was everything about sports that is grand. 
It was goosebumps on arms, Maalox in hand and little 
girls holding up a sign and a dream: “Future Huskers.” 

It was 17,209 fans — asingle-match record for 
women’s volleyball. 

It was Husker senior Dani Busboom, pride of Cort- 
land, trying her best to breathe so that she could look 
at Pavan and rightly tell her: “One more point. One 
point.” 

It was Christina Houghtelling, pride of Cambridge, 
sidelined for the year with an injury but still counting 
down the points to a championship with tears running 
down her cheeks. 

“Tt was hard.” she said. “Reality was setting in, just 
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knowing I’m not out there. I couldn’t keep the tears 


_ back. I was shaking, nervous. I didn’t know what to 


do.” 

It was Rachel Schwartz, pride of Lincoln, emotion- 
ally spent at her locker, though not so spent that she 
couldn’t check her text messages. 

“Cool” she announced. “Our neighbors are going to 
throw us a party.” 

It was Amanda Gates, pride of Columbus, coming 
off the bench and making the biggest block of her life 
to tie set three at 27. She had everyone checking pro- 
grams to see exactly who it was that had just changed 
the match’s momentum. 

It was Larson, pride of Hooper, coming back two 
points later with a block of her own that made it 
known that this was Nebraska’s house, Nebraska’s 
match. 

Andif Stanford didn’t get the message then, Larson 
reminded them in the fourth set when she sent a blast 
off the head of Cardinal player Nji Nnamani. 

It was Husker freshman Rachel Holloway, stamping 
her feet in jubilation after a Pavan kill tied set two, 
then diving to the floor to save the next point. 

It was “Cooooooo0000p” chants for every Kori 
Cooper moment of brilliance, of which there were 
plenty. 

It was John Baylor, radio voice of the Huskers, trying 
to hang onto that voice so that he could shout it out: 
“Call the grandkids! Believe it! They did it! Nebraska’s 
the national champions!” 

It was Husker coach John Cook sitting before the 
press and telling them he has never had a finer mo- 
ment in volleyball. 

“Tjust think this team maxed out to their abilities,” 
he said. 
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The Huskers pose for a victory photo after defeating Stanford in the NCAA Tournament championship match Dec. 16, 2006. (William Lauer) 
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Pettit thrilled with comeback against Lady Longhorns 


Nebraska def. Texas 
12-15, 11-15, 15-5, 15-13, 15-9 
Nov. 5, 1988 

Nebraskans have their big moments, too. 

Friday night, Texas accomplished a rare 
volleyball feat when it defeated Nebraska in 
straight games in Lincoln. The Lady Long- 
horns appeared in position to sweep again 
after winning the first two games Saturday at 
the NU Coliseum. 

That was not to happen, however, as the 
Cornhuskers rallied to win 12-15, 11-15, 15-5, 
15-13, 15-9, acomeback that included erasing 
a13-8 Lady Longhorn advantage in the 
fourth game. 

“This is one of the things you get from 
sports: the opportunity to play ina match 
like this” said Nebraska coach Terry Pettit, 
whose team improved to 21-4. “I’m thrilled.” 

Fittingly, Carla Baker served the final point 
of the fifth game, a point that was scored 
when Texas freshman Janine Gremmel’s hit 
was wide. Baker had 19 kills and no errors in 
41 attempts for a hitting percentage of .463 
(.300 or above is considered good). 

Baker was far from the only Husker to have 
a good night. Virginia Stahr led Nebraska 
with 3] kills and a .418 hitting percentage. 
Linda Barsness added 29 kills with a .328 
percentage, Janet Kruse had 18 kills, and Val 
Novak had 16 kills. As ateam, Nebraska hit 
317. 

The Huskers also hit a number of school 
records. Setter Lori Endicott broke the sin- 
gle-match assist record of 88, recording 109. 
She also set Nebraska’s career service ace 


mark, notching one for a total of 135. 

Team records were set for kills (116) and 
assists (also 116) ina match. 

“T don’t like to single out individuals,” 
Pettit said, “but Linda Barsness had a great 
night. She played as well as you can play,” 

A crowd of 1,163 saw the Husker come- 
back, a win that dropped Texas to 22-5. 

“T think it (the crowd) was worth three or 
four points,” Texas coach Mick Haley said. 
“Our kids were really struggling with the 
noise. They (the fans) should take credit for 
about half of the win.” 

The crowd.did not have a strong opportu- 
nity to be a factor in the first two games. The 
lead shifted in each of those games, with 
Texas pulling away from an 11-11 tie each 
time. 

Nebraska fell behind 2-0 early in the third 
game but quickly surged back to a5-5 tie be- 
fore scoring 10 consecutive points to force a 
fourth game. 

Texas again took a 2-0 lead in the fourth 
game. After Nebraska came back with a 6-2 
advantage, the Lady Longhorns scored 11 of 
the next 13 points to go up 13-8 — two points 
from victory. 

But, Barsness said, the Huskers weren’t 
about to give up. 

“No way,’ she said. “We knew we could 
play with them. We got better every game” 

Nebraska fought back to 13-13, the tying 
point coming on a Barsness kill. Six sideouts 
and two points later, Nebraska had forced a 
fifth game. 
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Coach Terry Pettit said Linda Barsness “played as well as you can play” in rally- 
ing the Huskers past Texas in a five-game match in 1988. (Journal Star 
Archives) 
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Huskers don’t panic, rally past 
Bruins in NCAA semifinals 


Nebraska def. UCLA 
15-13, 15-11, 15-6 
Dec. 14, 1989 

HONOLULU — UCLA's quick 
start in the NCAA Volleyball Tour- 
nament semifinals didn’t cause the 
Nebraska players to panic. 

“A lot of times when we're behind 
that much, we’re not aware of the 
score,’ Cornhusker team captairt 
Virginia Stahr said Thursday after 
Nebraska overcame an 11-4 deficit in 
the first game and defeated the Bru- 
ins 15-13, 15-11, 15-6. “We just fo- 
cused on what we needed to do to 
get back in the match.” 

Asit turned out, what the Huskers 
needed to do was get the ball to 
sophomore outside hitter Cris Hall. 
Hall had 10 of her match-high 19 
kills in the first game, including 
three on consecutive plays to give 
the Huskers a sideout, cut UCLA’s 
lead to 11-10, then tie the score 11-11, 
the first tie since 2-2. 

Hall also led the 29-3 Huskers 
with a .389 hitting percentage and 12 
digs. The Huskers totaled 53 digs, 
compared with 39 for UCLA. They 
also hit .265 to the Bruins’ .160. 

“I thought our defense was good.” 
Nebraska coach Terry Pettit said. 
“We groveled. When you get 6-2 


people groveling. ... Cris Hallisa 
great defensive player. She had I 
don’t know how many kills, but she 
also played great defense” 

Sophomore outside hitter Janet 
Kruse added 12 kills and 11 digs, 
freshman outside hitter Eileen 
Shannon contributed 11 kills, 1] digs 
and four of the Huskers’ seven serv- 
ice aces, and senior middle blocker 
Stahr had 10 kills. 

Junior setter Val Novak had 51 set 
assists and nine digs, and senior 
middle blocker Carla Baker added 
six kills while hitting .385 as the 
Huskers advanced to the NCAA title 
match for the second time in team 
history. 

Nebraska lost to Pacific in the 
1986 final. This year’s opponent will 
be Long Beach State, which defeated 
Texas-Arlington 15-6, 11-15, 15-10, 
15-7 in the first semifinal. 

“T think this Nebraska team is a 
pretty physical team,” said UCLA 
coach Andy Banachowski, whose 
1986 Bruins lost aregular-season 
match to the national runner-up 
Huskers. “They’re probably bigger 
and stronger than that team was. 

“Their setting is very solid. Ithink 
they have taken their team up a few 
notches.” 


Long Beach State too much for NU 


BY MICHAEL LARSEN 
18, 1989 


yORULEN The Nebraska volley - 
ball team faced an unfamiliar attack in its 
second appearance in the NCAA Tour- 
nament finals. 

The result, however, was all too famil- 
iar. Long Beach State, using a quick- 
moving offense installed by fifth-year 
coach Brian Gimmillaro, defeated the 
Cornhuskers 15-12, 15- -0, 15-6 Saturday 
night in the most lopsided final in the 
NCAA Tournament’s nine- year history. 
The previous biggest rout was Pacific’s 
15-12, 15-4,15-4 win against NU in 1986. 

“I’m very proud of our team,’ NU 
coach Terry Pettit said, “Obviously, we 
wish things would have turned out a lit- 
tle different. Long Beach prepared well. 
They were very intense. Our people learn 
pretty well once they’ve seen something, 
but it’s pretty hard to simulate that until 
you’ve seen it.” 

Nebraska might get to see the Long 
Beach attack inthe NCAA Tournament 
again soon. Ten of the 12 players who 
helped Nebraska to a29-4 record this 
season have at least one year of eligibility. 

The youngest Husker had the best per- 
formance against Long Beach. Freshman 
outside hitter Eileen Shannon had 11 of 
Nebraska’s 30 kills, six of its 22 digs and 
both ofits solo blocks. Her .161 hitting 
percentage, while not impressive, was 
better than the Huskers’ .000 team mark 


(30 kills negated by 30 attack errors.) 

Outside hitter Cris Hall had nine kills. 
The remaining 10 kills were split among 
setter Val Novak (three), outside hitter 
Janet Kruse (two) and middle blockers 
Virginia Stahr (two) and Carla Baker 
(three), 

“We needed to nave alittle more in- 
tensity,’ Pettit said. “But these aren’t 
little buttons you push. These are human 
beings?” 

If intensity was lacking, it didn’t cost 
the Huskers early in the match. Nebraska 
jumped to a 9-1 lead in the first game. 
Long Beach scored the next 1] points, 
however, and was in control the rest of 
the way. 

“Tthink we got kind of tense once we 
realized they were actually coming 
back,” said Novak, “I think we kind of 
tightened up at that point” 

Unfortunately for Nebraska, Long 
Beach picked the same time to get loose. 

Nebraska, which has appeared in eight 
consecutive NCAA Tournaments, was 
playing in its second Final Four. Each 
time — in1986 and 1989 — Nebraska 
won its semifinal match, making it the 
only team other than Hawaii to appear in 
two finals in the last four seasons. 

“Tt’s been a great season for us,” Pettit 
said. “We've been here twice in the last 
four years. When we’ve been here, we’ve 
been successful both times. We’ve put 
ourselves in the final match” 
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Penn St. derails No. 1 Huskers; 
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Pettit says NU was 


Penn State def. Nebraska 
12-15, 15-11, 15-9, 15-8 
Dec. 10, 1994 

Nebraska volleyball coach Terry 
Pettit went 31 matches this season 
without having to say his team was 
outplayed. 

That changed in match No. 32. 

“I think the better team won 
tonight,” Pettit said after Penn State’s 
12-15, 15-11, 15-9, 15-8 victory in the 
NCAA Mideast Regional champi- 
onship match Saturday night. “Penn 
State was better than we were. They 
hit .310, and there’s no way we were 
going to beat them if they hit .310. And 
Ithink their defense was more organ- 
ized than ours,” 

The Nittany Lions, ranked fifth in 
the two national polls, got 10 or more 
kills from six different players and im- 
proved to 31-3 before 4,248 spectators 
at the sold-out NU Coliseum. 

The victory earned Penn State a spot 
in the NCAA Final Four. The Nittany 
Lions have five starters who played on 
the team that finished runner-up in 
last year’s national tournament. 

Inthe meantime, top-ranked Ne- 


outplayed 


Nebraska, which has never wona 
national title, was trying to reach the 
Final Four for the first time since 1990, 
when the Huskers lost to Pacific in the 
semifinals. 

The Huskers were able to take back 
the Big Eight Conference’s regular- 
season and tournament titles from 
Colorado this season. But they fell 
short of accomplishing their most - 
coveted goal — an NCAA title. Penn 
State made sure of that. 

“T don’t feel bad about this match Me 
Pettit said. “I don’t feel bad when we 
playhard but someone outplays us. It 
Was a great season, and I think this 
match prepares our returning players 
for next year?” 

Balance, ballhandling and defense 
boosted Penn State, which finished 
second in the Big 10 behind Ohio State. 

Freshman middle hitter Terri Ze- 
maitis paced the Nittany Lions with 17 
kills while hitting .483. Senior outside 
hitter Jen Reimers, a Lincoln Southeast 
graduate, chipped in 11 kills (.178) and 
hada team-high 26 digs. 

Junior middle blocker Allison West- 


ros . ¥ 
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Kelly Aspegren gets the ball past the Penn State block during the NCAA Mideast Regional 
championship match on Dec. 10, 1994. The Nittany Lions handed the Huskers their only 
loss of the season. (Journal Star Archives) 


braska finishes 31-1. The Huskers’ 
school-record winning streak was 
snapped, as was their 43-match win 
= —— __ : string at the Coliseum. 


on paced Nebraska with 32 kills (.299), 
while Peggy Meyer and Billie Winsett 
had 17 apiece. But the Huskers hit only 
.224 and were outblocked 19-5. 
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Nebraska wins tug of war with Lions 


Nebraska def. Penn State 
15-12, 8-15, 15-13, 9-15, 20-18 
Dec. 14, 1996 

Nebraska volleyball coach Terry Pettit de- 
scribed the feel of the match perfectly. 

“Tt was like two terriers pulling on a rag, back 
and forth, and neither would let go,” he said. 

Neither Nebraska nor Penn State “let go” in 
Saturday night’s gut-wrenching NCAA Tour- 
nament East Regional championship match. To 
“let go” implies one of the teams gave up, which 
would be a gross inaccuracy. . 

There were several moments when either team 
certainly could have given up, like when Nebraska 
trailed by six points in the fifth and final game. 
But the fourth-ranked Cornhuskers clawed their 
way back and eventually prevailed 15-12, 8-15, 
15-13, 9-15, 20-18 before an emotionally charged 
crowd of 4,024 in the NU Coliseum. 

“Tt was one of the most interesting and amaz- 
ing matches I’ve ever been a part of,” Pettit said 
after the 2-hour, 25-minute struggle. “I’m 
drained.” 

With the victory, defending national champi- 
on Nebraska advances to the Final Four. 

“T’m excited — it’s different now because I’m 
a major part of the team,” said Nebraska sopho- 
more Fiona Nepo, in her first season as starting 
setter. “I really can’t explain how I feel. It’s just 
awesome. I’m just so happy and excited for the 
team, and the way it played” 

Nebraska owes much of its thanks for its re- 
turn to the Final Four to a player who was com- 
peting for another team last season. Sophomore 
middle blocker Megan Korver, a transfer from 


George Washington, smacked the Huskers’ last 
three kills in game five to complete their come- 
back from an 11-5 deficit, sending the crowd 
into a frenzy. 

Korver, who finished with 18 kills, said the 
crowd played a major role in helping Nebraska 
improve to 30-3. 

“At one point I couldn’t hear anything,” the 
Norris High School graduate said. “That’s when 
you look at your teammates’ eyes and read what 
they’re thinking. Trust is a big key. 

“We played with our crowd all year long, so it 
was to our advantage.” 

Nebraska needed every advantage it could 
muster in the final game after No. 3 Penn State 
(31-3) tookits 11-5 lead. The Huskers responded 
with four straight points, including two on 
service aces by Nepo, to pull to 11-9. 

Penn State’s Claudette Otero served for the 
victory leading 14-12, but Nebraska All-Ameri- 
can Lisa Reitsma pounded two of her match- 
high 26 kills before the Huskers took a 15-14 lead 
when Christy Cochran’s attack sailed long. 

Penn State served for the match at 16-15. 
Then NU served for all the marbles at 17-16. 

Finally, with Penn State leading 18-17, Korver 
took over. She pounded the ball through the 
block, punched a set from Nepo that dropped in 
the middle of the court, then hammered her 
final kill, putting an exclamation point ona 
match that won’t soon be forgotten. 

“Tt was a great match to go the Final Four on, 
but I’m glad it’s over?’ said Reitsma. 

“Those are the kind of matches you live for,’ 
said Korver, who added six block assists. 


Kate Crnich hits over Penn State blockers during the Huskers’ victory in 
the NCAA East Regional final on Dec. 14, 1996. Coach Terry Pettit said 

“it was one of the most interesting and amazing matches I've ever been 
a part of” (Journal Star Archives) 
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Huskers get past Badgers in Games regional final match 


Nebraska def. Wisconsin 
12-15, 18-16, 9-15, 15-10, 15-10 
Dec. 12, 1998 

The tank reads “empty,” but it’s full-steam ahead for 
the Nebraska volleyball team. 

In improbable fashion, the Huskers came from one 
game down for the third and fourth times in postseason 
play, outlasting Wisconsin 12-15, 18-16, 9-15, 15-10, 
15-10 in another classic regional final played Saturday 
at the NU Coliseum. 

The 32-1 Huskers, who lost in the regional final a year 
ago, advanced to face Penn State in Thursday’s opening 
NCAA semifinal in Madison, Wis. Fittingly, it was 
Penn State that faced Nebraska in a historic 1996 re- 
gional final that the Huskers won 15-12, 8-15, 15-13, 
9-15, 20-18. 

Even after qualifying for five past Final Fours, after 
the nearly three-hour match, Nebraska coach Terry 
Pettit said the emotions never change. 

“We're just all mentally and physically drained” said 
Pettit, who paused between words to keep his thoughts 
and emotions somewhat in check. “I don’t know that 
I’ve ever felt this strongly. I was happy as heck for us, 
but at the same time I was as sad as I could be for Wis- 
consin. They’re like a sister program to us.” 

The Badgers, who were trying to return home to play 
in the Final Four, lost in the regional final for the second 
year in a row. The stunning defeat also ended Wiscon- 
sin’s 10-match winning streak. 

Wisconsin coach John Cook, a former assistant at 
Nebraska and one of Pettit’s closest friends in the pro- 
fession, said it was a tough loss to take. 

The Huskers, buoyed by a home crowd of 4,271 that 
roared at deafening levels, made one incredible come- 
back just to win game two and then made another to 


Angie Oxley (2) and Mandy Monson (4) celebrate with 
their Husker teammates after outlasting Wisconsin in the 
regional final. (Journal Star Archives) 


come from two games to one down and win in rally 
scoring for the second night in arow. 

Nebraska scored eight of the final nine points of the 
match, with big plays coming from Fiona Nepo, Nikki 
Henk and regional MVP Nancy Meendering. 

Wisconsin could also have put Nebraska away in 
game four, but lost a 3-0 lead early and couldn’t recover 
froma 9-3 deficit. The Huskers got key points from 
Megan Korver, who pounded six kills to keep her team 
alive. Tonia Tauke and Meendering combined for the 
block on game point. 

“They finally wore out,” Pettit said, referring to the 
Badgers. “You can only play that hard so long.” 


Meendering led Nebraska with 17 kills and nine 
blocks. Tauke added 15 kills and 1] blocks and Korver 
and Jaime Krondak also reached double figures in kills. 

Jenny Maastright had 23 kills and Sharisa Livingston 
added 21 for the Badgers. 

Livingston, the Big 10 freshman of the year, took over 
in game three to put the Badgers in control. Livingston 
had eight kills as Wisconsin pulled away from a5-S tie. 
Kelly Kennedy added four kills in the game and hada 
block assist on game point. 

The Badgers never trailed in game one, as Maastright 
and Colleen Neels combined to do much of the dam- 
age. Maastright had eight kills and Neels added three 
kills and seven digs from her setter spot. 

Wisconsin outdug the Huskers 27-15 in the first 
game to win despite misfiring on six serves and record- 
ing only one block. ~ 

But Nebraska’s comeback was only possible after 
what happened in game two, when Wisconsin couldn’t 
convert on one of 14 game-point opportunities. Wis- 
consin wasted 10 chances to win before Nebraska 
crawled back to tie the game at 14-all. Five service er- 
rors helped fuel the Nebraska comeback, which wasn’t 
complete until Kate Fitzgerald whistled a spike attempt 
into the net with only Nepo to block. 

Nepo’s kill gave Nebraska its 17th point. 

Nepo and Krondak will be going for bookend national 
titles after winning it all as freshmen at NU in 1995. But 
the trip to Wisconsin will be most significant for Katie 
Jahnke, the only native Cheesehead on the NU roster. 

Pettit said Jahnke showed his team what emotions 
Wisconsin must have been feeling. 

“This is all Katie Jahnke has talked about all season”. 
Pettit said. “I know if she was that emotional, imagine 
how they must have felt. That’s the way we had to play 
to win.” 
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Holmquist helps Cornhuskers pull out harrowing victory 


Nebraska def. South Carolina 
15-11, 9-15, 13-15, 15-12, 15-13 
Dec. 2, 2000 

Coliseum comebacks. It wouldn’t be an NCAA Vol- 
leyball Tournament without them. 

With all the electricity of Penn State in 1996 and 
Wisconsin in 1998, top-ranked Nebraska captivated a 
sold-out crowd Saturday with its latest harrowing 
come-from-behind victory. Twice within three points 
of seeing their national championship hopes dashed, 
the Huskers scrambled back to defeat South Carolina 
15-11, 9-15, 13-15, 15-12, 15-13. 

“IT knew the whole match we were going to win that,” 
Nebraska coach John Cook said. “We didn’t play well 
tonight, we were out of sync, but we just hung tough 
and the crowd kept us in it. We found a way to pull that 
out.” 

The 2-hour, 45-minute battle came down to ablock- 
ing error on the final point. When South Carolina’s 
Berna Dwyer was caught in the net during a scramble, 
Nebraska players and the 4,002 fans shared ina cele- 
bration that included one big collective sigh of relief. 

“This opens our eyes,” said senior Kim Behrends. 
“They gave us arun for our money,” 

Nebraska, now 3-0 in rally scoring this season, took 
the lead at 3-2 and threatened to win game five easily. 
Nebraska reeled off five straight points in one stretch 
and later reached match point on Sara Heri’s service er- 
ror. Unranked but undaunted, the young Gamecocks 
made one last rush at the biggest upset of the season. 
Four straight points, two set up by daring jump serves 
by Cally Plummer, trimmed NU’s lead to 14-13. 

The blocking error, with Nebraska's Laura Pilakowski 
and Jenny Kropp poised to attack, was one of South 


Amber Holmquist tries to make a save at the net during 
the Huskers’ match against South Carolina in the second 
round of the NCAA Tournament in 2000. Holmquist had 
20 kills as Nebraska rallied past the Gamecocks. (William 
Lauer) 


Carolina’s few mistakes. 

“Our team did a great job just handling the situation 
of playing No. 1in the country” South Carolina coach 
Kim Christopher said. “We certainly had the opportu- 


nity to get that game, but Nebraska stepped up defen- 
sively.” 

Ina season where Nebraska’s opponents had scored 
at least 10 points in only 30 of 95 games, South Carolina 
reached 10 ahead of the Huskers in each of the first four 
games. 

Nebraska (30-0) rallied in game one, with Angie Ox- 
ley serving the final five points in succession. Two were 
aces and another resulted in a South Carolina overpass 
that Behrends drilled for game point. 

In game two, it was the Huskers who couldn’t hold 
the lead. South Carolina scored the final eight points, 
taking advantage of repeated Nebraska hitting errors to 
tie the match. 

Nebraska hit a subpar .253. At the same time, the 
Huskers’ feared block disappeared for one of the rare 
times all season. With South Carolina hitting mostly 
tips and roll shots, Nebraska went without a block in 
the third game. 

The Huskers trailed 11-1 in game three but showed 
signs of life in crawling to 14-13. 

Even though they lost the game, Amber Holmquist 
said that little boost of momentum carried over to 
game four. The Huskers overcame deficits of 7-3 and 
12-8 to keep their season alive, showing emotion rarely 
seen ina year filled with easy victories. 

Anna Schrad served six straight points — three on 
Kropp kills — and Lindsay Wischmeier had several key 
digs in the rally. The Huskers forced game five ona 
Gamecock hitting error. 

Holmquist led NU with 20 kills. Behrends added a 
career-high 18 and Pilakowski added 15 playing in her 
second match since undergoing an emergency appen- 
dectomy last Tuesday. 
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Metcalf delivers in clutch, lifts NU past determined Gators 


Nebraska def. Florida 
30-18, 30-24, 28-30, 25-30, 15-13 
Dec. 9, 2001 

Its Cruz control busted, the Nebraska 
volleyball team needed someone to 
mash the accelerator and cut surging 
Florida off at the pass. 

Nancy Metcalf grabbed the wheel. 
The fifth-year senior, her career reduced 
to three points, delivered Nebraska’s fi- 
nal four kills as the second-ranked 
Huskers rallied to win 30-18, 30-24, 28- 
30, 25-30, 15-13 inthe NCAA regional fi- 
nal Saturday at the sold-out Coliseum. 

Metcalf matched her season high with 
25 kills, drilling the match winner off the 
lunging arms of Florida superstar Aury 
Cruz. The Huskers mobbed their senior 
co-captain, finally landing in one re- 
lieved, but happy, pile under the net. 

“Nancy was pretty much unstoppable 
tonight,” Nebraska coach John Cook 
said. “That’s what you've got to do with 
the match on the line. That’s just going 
to your money player.” 

Seventh-ranked Florida went to Cruz 
aseason-high 70 times, resulting in3l 
kills and nearly a trip to this week’s Final 
Four in San Diego. 

Many Nebraska fans have had their 
tickets to San Diego for months, and for 
two games Saturday, it seemed they 
didn't have anything to worry about. 

The defending champion Huskers 
(31-1) set the tone early, digging the first 
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The Huskers celebrate after a scrappy five-game victory against Florida in the NCAA 
Tournament regional final in 2001. (Ted Kirk) 


attack from Cruz and passing her first 
jump serve for akill. Nebraska led 9-3 
after Amber Holmquist and Anna 
Schrad combined to block Florida’s 
standout sophomore. 

“We tried to serve her short so she 
couldn’t get a big approach?” Cook said. 
“And she still did a great job” 

Nebraska countered with a balanced 


attack that kept the Gators on the runin 
the early going. All of NU’s front-row 
players had game-one kills, sending 
Florida defenders into the curtain be- 
yond the court, into the scorer’s table 
and even forcing them to play balls de- 
flected off the lights suspended from the 
Coliseum roof. 

Florida had only scored three points 


off of its own serve until Lauren 
Moscovic served five straight points 
midway through game two. The Huskers 
were hardly threatened, answering with 
a five-point run of their own to go into 
the break ahead 2-0. 

Cook feared it might have been too 
easy for the Huskers early on. And when 
Cruz and Florida pulled out game three 
late, the Gators suddenly had some mo- 
mentum. 

Utilizing more off-speed attacks, 
Florida held the upper hand throughout 
game four, scoring three straight points 
on Nicole McCray blocks and winning 
on Jacque Robinson’s third kill of the last 
four rallies. 

The shocked crowd of 4,134 got louder 
and louder as game five played out. NU 
went ahead 7-5 on back-to-back aces 
from Metcalf, who had a career-high 
seven service winners. Florida rallied to 
lead 12-10. 

Metcalf pulled Nebraska to 12-11, and 
then on the key play of the match, tied it 
at 12-12. Metcalf tipped a ball deep into 
the corner where a diving Niki Hartley 
touched it when it appeared headed out 
of bounds. 

A Florida hitting error gave Nebraska 
the advantage and Metcalf slammed a 
kill off the net cord to put the Huskers up 
14-12. Leading 14-13, Metcalf then per- 
fectly passed Cruz’s dangerousjump 
serve and attacked the winner. 
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Top-ranked Huskers’ luck runs out against Southern California 


Southern Cal def. Nebraska 
33-35, 30-27, 30-21, 34-36, 15-12 
Dec. 10, 2004 

LOUISVILLE, Ky. — It was all setting 
up too pertectly. 

Nebraska scratched and clawed and 
swung mightily to fend off four match 
points for Southern California in game 
four, finally forcing a game five to decide 
which team would be going to the NCAA 
Final Four and which would be done 
playing volleyball after an exhausting 
four-month season. . 

The top-ranked Huskers had the mo- 
mentum. They had nearly 1,000 of their 
faithful fans cheering lustily among the 
crowd of 1,800. Most importantly, they 
had history on their side. 

In postseason volleyball, nobody owns 
game five like Nebraska. 

Who could ever forget Florida in 
2001? Or Wisconsin and South Carolina 
in 2000? All five-game Husker wins. 

There were five-game wins against 
Pepperdine and Wisconsin in 1998 and 
USC in 1997 and Penn Statein1996,a 
match that will forever rank as one of the 
all-time best. 

Nebraska’s run to its first national 
championship in 1995 began with a five- 
game win against Michigan State. 

Since 1988, Nebraska was a perfect 8 - 
0 in five-game NCAA Tournament 
matches. But Saturday, the Huskers’ 
luck finally ran out. 
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The Huskers were 8-0 in five-game NCAA Tournament matches since 1988 before run- 
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ning into two-time defending national champion Southern California in the 2004 region- 


al final. (William Lauer) 


Southern California opened game five 
with four straight points and watched as 
another potentially memorable Nebras- 
ka comeback fluttered away with back- 
to-back service errors. Chanting “Long 
Beach, Long Beach,’ the eighth-ranked 
Women of Troy celebrated a 33-35, 30- 
27, 30-21, 34-36, 15-12 win and turned 
their sights to winning an unprecedent- 
ed third consecutive national champi- 
onship. 

Nebraska, meanwhile, was left to 
ponder what might have been. 

“We were playing so well, and our 
confidence was so high,” said junior co- 


captain Melissa Elmer. “We fought back 
with all we could, and just to lose, the 
feeling is indescribable.” 

So, too, were some of the captivating 
plays and the torrid momentum shifts of 
the match. Nebraska persevered to win 
two hotly contested games and nearly 
roared back to win in game five. At other 
times, USC seemingly had taken over the 
match. 

“T don’t think you’ve seen where two 
teams went after it with their hearts like 
that in two or three years,” said veteran 
USC coach Mick Haley. “The athleti- 
cism and the eliteness of the players out 


there was really kind of special?” 

Nebraska, having blown a 29-27 lead 
and a19-14 lead before that, was seem- 
ingly out of it after a botched pass and an 
untimely hitting error had put USC up 
30-29 in game four. 

Elmer saved the first match point with 
akill, one of only nine on arough night 
offensively for Nebraska’s most efficient 
hitter. A block from freshmen Sarah Pa- 
van and Tracy Stalls saved another. Lat- 
er, Stalls and Christina Houghtelling had 
kills to prolong the match. 

Nebraska got the upper hand with an- 
other kill from Houghtelling and finally 
won the game on a kill from Pavan, one 
of 35 on the night for the budding super- 
star. 

The key to Saturday’s win, Haley said, 
may have been forgetting what hap- 
pened in game four. And the Women of 
Troy’s rock-solid players — regional 
MVP Keao Burdine and lightning-quick 
libero Debora Seilhamer — were just that 
with the game on the line. 

Burdine finished with 30 kills and 30 
digs, while Seilhamer led the Women of 
Troy with 37 digs. 

Nebraska, meanwhile, skipped a beat. 
The Huskers began game five with three 
errors in the first four rallies. 

“T know the adrenaline, at least for 
me, was really flowing,” Elmer said. 
“And when the adrenaline is flowing like 
that, that’s when you make mistakes.” 
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Team comes together, rallies from big hole vs. Golden Gophers 


Nebraska def. Minnesota 
25-30, 22-30, 30-20, 30-25, 15-9 
Dec. 9, 2006 
GAINESVILLE, Fla. — They stood to- 
gether in acircle, arm-in-arm, atop- 
ranked volleyball team shouldering the 
weight of ared-clad nation. 

Down two games to none against 
Minnesota in Saturday’s NCAA regional 
final, Nebraska had played like the team 
that pressed in last year’s national 
championship loss to Washington. 


This team was supposed to be different, 


more cohesive after an offseason trip to 
China, better defensively after lineup 
changes, more determined after its best 
player had promised she wouldn’t let this 
team lose when it mattered. 

But there they found themselves, 
together in the bowels of the O’Connell 
Center, needing to dig themselves out of 
a deep, dark hole. 

“Going into the locker room allowed 
us time to line up ina circle and look at 
each other,” said junior Tracy Stalls. 
“Because when we doit together, no- 
body can stop us.” 

With a prophetic Sarah Pavan anda 
persistent Jordan Larson leading the 
way, Nebraska rallied to clinch the most 
coveted of berths into the NCAA Final 
Four. With Saturday’s 25-30, 22-30, 30- 
20, 30-25, 15-9 victory, the Huskers 
earned the right to play for a national 
championship at home. 
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The Huskers celebrate a point during the NCAA regional in Gainesville, Fla., in 2006. 


(Journal Star Archives) 


VOLLEYBALL 


Larson, named the most valuable 
player of the regional after recording a 
career-high 21 kills, ran over to hug her 
mom, Kae Clough, only moments after 
the match ended. Back home, upward of 
15,000 Husker fans who had no doubt 
been clenching their Final Four tickets 
could finally breath a sigh of relief. 


“What do you suppose is going on 
back in Husker Nation right now?” 
coach John Cook asked. 

For months, Cook has tried to deflect 
the tremendous pressure that has been 
building as Nebraska tried to reach the 
first Final Four to be played at Qwest 
Center Omaha. 
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In games one and two, the Gophers 
were hitting over the block, serving win- 
ners and digging everything within 
reach and then some. 

It was as good as his team could play, 
Minnesota coach Mike Hebert said, 
adding, “sometimes you don’t want to 
go in between the second and third 
games.” 

Cook wouldn’t say exactly what was 
shared in the locker room, but the com- 
bination of changes strategically and 
mentally made the comeback possible. 

Jumping to a lead in game three was 
critical, as Nebraska took advantage of a 
change in its rotation to create better op- 
portunities for its hitters and slow down 
the Minnesota attack. 

But both coaches agreed that game 
four was the real key. After bolting toa 
12-3 lead, Nebraska had to hold on when 
the Gophers pressed to within 22-20. 
Pavan, who had made the promise prior 
to the season that she wouldn’t let the 
Huskers lose, notched five of her 20 kills 
in game four, including an out-of-sys- 
tem smash for the game winner. 

The eight previous times that Nebras- 
ka had been sent to regionals away from 
Lincoln, the Huskers had failed to ad- . 
vance. Never in postseason history had 
they been able to rally from a two- 
games-to-none deficit. 
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Nebraska def. Washington 
14-25, 23-25, 25-17, 26-24, 15-13 


Dec. 13, 2008 

SEATTLE — When that first Star- 
bucks opened in downtown Seattle years 
ago, there probably wasn’t alot expected 
of it. 

There were no doubt days when busi- 
ness was bad and the outlook was 
gloomy. 

The coffee aficionados on Nebraska’s 
volleyball team visited there this week, 
and as we found out late Saturday, both 
Starbucks and the Huskers have things 
brewing. 

Nebraska, the team few expected to 
make it to the NCAA Final Four prior to 
the season, and which even fewer had 
hopes for at several points during Satur- 
day night’s match at Washington, added 
to some amazing postseason lore by ral- 
lying to win the NCAA Seattle Regional, 
stunning Washington 14-25, 23-25, 25- 
17, 26-24, 15-13 on the Huskies’ home 
court. 

Now it’s Nebraska who is going home 
to face defending national champion 
Penn State on Thursday in the national 
semifinals at Qwest Center Omaha. 

Jordan Larson’s match-clinching ace, 
which settled between Washington de- 
fenders as the Bank of America Arena 
fell silent, will be remembered for as 
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long as volleyball is played in the state. 

“Tt was mystical?’ Nebraska coach 
John Cook said, shaking his head as he 
reflected. 

It was as if Washington’s players 
couldn’t move to get it. 

Nebraska, down 9-3 in the fifth set, 
came back with nine unanswered points. 
Unheard of. 

Another turning point — there were 
many — came between sets two and 
three, when injured middle blocker Kori 
Cooper came out of the locker room 
sporting a camouflage jacket. 

The Huskers, unraveled by 23 hitting 
errors in sets one and two, suddenly 
started to hit the line. And Washington, 
which had been flawless in transition, 
started to feel the pressure. 

Just as NU did in rallying from down 
two sets to beat Minnesota and advance 
to the Final Four in Omaha two years 
ago, the Huskers won set three handily 
and held on to win set four. 

“Washington was playing at sucha 
high level early on,’ Cook said. “They 
came down, and we picked it up.” 

Regional MVP Tara Mueller led NU 
with 24 kills. Larson added 21 and Lind- 
sey Licht had 10 for the Huskers. 

Nebraska (31-2) wasn’t even picked to 


+ Final 


win its own conference prior to the sea- 
son. And for the early part of Saturday’s 


Sophomore Tara Mueller was named MVP of the Seattle Regional after leading NU with 
24 kills and 16 digs in its memorable rally against Washington. (Jacob Hannah) 
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match, it didn’t seem much of 
a threat to reach the Final Four. 

Nebraska, guilty of 12 hitting 
errors combined in its two pri- 
or matches, blew through 13 in 
the first set alone. They came 
back-to-back on five occa- 
sions, threatening to put the 
Huskers’ hitters back on their 
heels for the rest of the night. 

Ignoring fifth sets played to 
15 points, the 14 points were 
the fewest by the Huskers ina 
set in the rally-scoring era. 

In set two, Nebraska forged a 
16-13 lead only to yield a dev- 
astating six-point run to the 
Huskies. The tying point was 
the result of a brilliant transi- 
tion play by the Huskies, 
something Washington (27-5) 
was superior at throughout the 
match. 

The Huskies’ swing block 
worked wonders against Ne- 
braska. Those errors that 
weren’t the result of Huskers 
slugging the ball out -of- 
bounds were the result of 13 
Washington blocks. 

The Huskies’ Bianca Row- 
land turned back Larson twice 
late in the second set, anda 
serving error seemingly deter - 
mined the Huskers’ fate. 

That is, until Nebraska 
brewed up something extra 
special for its fans. 
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The Nebraska players celebrate their improbable come-from-behind victory against Washington in the Seattle Regional on Dec. 13, 2008. 
(Jacob Hannah) 
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Huskers push top-ranked Nittany Lions to the brink | 


Penn State def. Nebraska 
25-17, 25-18, 15-25, 22-25, 15-11 
. Dec. 18, 2008 

OMAHA — Penn State hadn’t 
dropped a set all season. So it was hard to 
comprehend how the Nittany Lions’ 
championship hopes came down to one 
set ona wintry Thursday night in Ne- 
braska. 

Then again, it was Nebraska on the 
other side of the net. These were the 
Huskers who hadn’t lost in their home 
state in the careers of seniors Jordan 
Larson, Amanda Gates and Rachel 
Schwartz. 

This was a team, that down 0-2 at 
Washington last week, found a way to 
somehow make it to Omaha, where all 
season, John Cook reminded us that 
magic can happen. 

It did, if you consider how No. 4 
Nebraska pushed top-ranked Penn State 
to the brink before the Nittany Lions 
emerged for a national championship 
rematch with Stanford on Saturday. 

Penn State may go on to win the title, 
but no one will soon forget the Nittany 
Lions’ 25-17, 25-18, 15-25, 22-25, 15-11 
semifinal win. 

“Next week, I’m not sure anybody’s 
going to remember that we lost this 
match)’ Cook said. “All they’ll remember 
is these three seniors here wore the Ne- 
braska uniform. I’ve never had somuch 
fun coaching a match as Ihad tonight.” 
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Tara Mueller chases a ball off the court during the fourth set of Nebraska’s NCAA semifi- 
nal match against Penn State on Dec. 18, 2008. (Jacob Hannah) 
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Billed as overachievers throughout the 


season, the Huskers were that close to 


playing in their second home for a fourth 
national title come Saturday. 

The Huskers, down 6-3 early in the 
fifth set, rallied to lead 8-7 at the 
changeover. The Qwest Center, it 
seemed, couldn’t get any louder. 


It did, of course, when Nebraska went 


up 10-8 onahitting error that forceda 


Penn State timeout. 

Nebraska, with its one first-team All- 
American, was five points from beating 
the tearm with four first-team picks and 
two second-team selections. 

This was a Penn State team that had 


won 111 consecutive sets before the 
Huskers snapped the streak, but man- 
aged to extended its streak of consecu- 
tive matches won to 63. Both are NCAA 
records. 

The crowd was a record as well, and 
the 17,430 fans who braved the crazy 
weather went wild in trying to help Ne- 
braska extend its streak of consecutive 
wins inits home state to 97. 

“We feel very fortunate to have had 
the ability to come back and play well 
and win the match,” said Penn State’s 
Russ Rose only hours after he was named 
the nation’s coach of the year for the 
second straight season. 

Larson had 17 kills to lead 31-3 Nebras- 
ka, but it was another senior who allowed 
37-0 Penn State to extend its season. 

Nicole Fawcett had 24 kills, but it was 
her huge serving run — after Nebraska 
built the 10-8 lead in set five — that kept 
the Nittany Lions going. Penn State 
went up 14-10 and ended it on Megan 
Hodge’s 23rd kill of the match. 

“We had our chances at the end... but 
there’s areason they’re the defending 
champions,” Cook said. “They showed it 
there in game five.” 

Cook said he feared the worst after 
Nebraska dropped the first two sets, but 
still told those watching on national TV 
that they were in store for amonumental 
rally. 

The Huskers didn’t disappoint. 


Nebraska took control of the third set 
with an 11-1 run that featured a pop-fly 
service ace from Schwartz anda couple 
of big pops from Tara Mueller. 

One of Mueller’s kills followed along 
rally in which Larson extended an arm as 
far as she could while running off the 
court to save a ball, bringing those fans 
who already weren’t out of their seats to 
their feet. 

Later, Gates teamed with Sydney An- 
derson for a big block that elicited some 
major emotion from the normally serious 
middle blocker. When NU capped the 
third-set win on a Penn State attacking 
error, the din in the arena was reminiscent 
of the Huskers’ 2006 title run. 

And, no doubt, many of those fans 
were thinking anything was possible at 
that point. After all, Kori Cooper had on 
the camouflage jacket that inspired the 
Huskers in their comeback to stun 
Washington last week. 

But this rally would have been twice 
that. Nebraska led set four 16-14 before a 
Penn State timeout where Rose’s mes- 
sage was, “We're all right.” 

The Nittany Lions got to 19-19 but NU 
pressed on. A tip by Gates. A kill by Lar- 
son. Another kill by Larson. 

At that point, it was obvious this was a 
magic season that Nebraska’s players — 
and certainly its fans — didn’t want to 
end. 

“Tjust thought the crowd gave such an 
energy boost to Nebraska that they were 
always in the match,’ Rose said. “They 
were always going to be in the match, 
and we needed to seize control and put 


match against Penn State. (Jacob Hannah) 
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Husker setter Sydney Anderson celebrates a point in the fifth set of the NCAA semifinal 


them away. We did that well in the first 
couple games.” 
The big crowd had the Qwest Center 


rocking early in the first set, and the 
Huskers, leading 8-7, were basking in the 
moment. 
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Mueller’s kill, set up by a Kayla Ban- 
warth dig, gave NU its first back-to- 
back points of the match. But the lead 
lasted only as long as it took for the offi- 
cial to call for the next serve. 

An error sent Penn State on a4-Orun 
to take command, and the Nittany Lions 
pulled away with a pair of three-point 
runs later in the set. 

NU, meanwhile, scored only three 
points on serve the entire first set. The 25- 
17 result was not far off the average victo- 
ry of 25-16 for the Nittany Lions over the 
course of their impressive season. 

When Nebraska did string together 
points to open set two, the resulting 6-2 
lead was only temporary. The Nittany 
Lions clawed back, regaining the advan- 
tage at 14-13 ona double block by Arielle 
Wilson and Blair Brown. 

Still, no one ditched the Qwest Center. 
There.was more to see. 

Momentum swings. Pure passion 
from All-Americans to walk-on Jordan 
Wilberger. Brilliant plays like Lindsey 
Licht one-handing a shot across the net 
to extend the fourth-set drama. 

From the offseason to Thursday’s cli- 
max, this has been a year filled with dra- 
ma surrounding the Husker volleyball 
program. It’s over now, yet there’s so 
much to relive. 

“We had a lot of stuff going on, and we 
found a way to be great,” said Larson, 
able to smile and hold her head high after 
the match that marked the end of a bril- 
liant career. 

“This team has heart,” she said. “We 
left it all out there.” 
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The stories just keep getting better and better 

Seemingly whenever someone finds out that I cover 
the Nebraska volleyball team for the Lincoln Journal 
Star, they say, “You must love your job.” 

Ido. But it’s not as easy as you might think. 

After 10 years, if Ihaven’t hit upon the right way to 
document an easy victory, well, it’s not because I 
haven’t tried. Kansas matches. Texas Tech matches. 
Most any match at the NU Coliseum. 

But it’s all those ho-hum victories that whet the ap- 
petite for the truly great matches. 

Some of my favorite memories from covering the 
team are those amazing matches, the ones where the 
outcome is in doubt until the final rally. We’ve featured 
many here, but reading through some of those old sto- 
ries got me to thinking about my favorites. 

@ Coming on the heels of the 1995 championship, 
the 1996 East Regional win against Penn State was a 
great boost for the program. The NU Coliseum rocked 
that night, and while it’s hard to say for certain, I’m not 
sure it has reached that peak since. 

In Nebraska’s 2000 championship season, no one 
showed up to the Coliseum expecting South Carolina to 
threaten the Huskers’ unbeaten record, but that’s what 
happened in the second round of the NCAA Tourna- 
ment. What drama. An underdog opponent, anda Ne- 
braska team battling to stay alive, with Laura Pilakows- 
ki doing everything she could to lead the Huskers just 
10 days after an emergency appendectomy. 

@ There’s something special about regional finals. In 
2001, there was that incredible toe-to-toe battle be- 
tween Nebraska’s Nancy Metcalf and Florida’s Aury 
Cruz. Awesome. NU won another five-game thriller. 

@ In 2004, Nebraska and USC played one of the best 
matches that I’ve ever seen. The only thing missing was 
a championship atmosphere. Playing before a small 


Husker libero Kayla Banwarth passes the ball during Nebraska’s NCAA Seattle Regional final victory against Washing- 
ton in 2008. (Jacob Hennel) 
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crowd ina Louisville, Ky., convention 
hall better suited for a car show thana 
volleyball match, the players still pro- 
vided some unbelievable action. 

@ Another neutral site in 2006, this 
time Gainesville, Fla., was the stage for 
Nebraska and Minnesota’s epic battle. 

But as regional finals go, it will take a 
lot to top Nebraska’s 2008 win at Wash- 
ington. 

Longtime Husker play-by-play voice 
John Baylor ranks it as the most hostile 
atmosphere that Nebraska has ever 
played. And the purple people in the 
stands had a lot to cheer about as Wash- 
ington easily won set one and squeezed 
out a win in set two to take a lead that 
seemed too much to overcome. 

“Washington probably thought they 
had us put away, and we didn’t give up,” 
Nebraska coach John Cook said. “The 
team imposed their will on Washington 
ina pretty powerful way” 

Nebraska took the third set convinc- 
ingly, so it wasn’t until late in set four 
that the drama really began. The 
Huskers allowed a 22-15 lead to disap- 
pear, and at 23-23, it was a Washington 
service error that may have saved 
Nebraska. 

Set five? Unbelievable. Trailing 9-3, it 
was seemingly over for NU. You can’t 
overcome so many points in a race to 15. 
Yet, the Huskers did, finally winning on 
that unforgettable Jordan Larson ace. 

A few hours later, walking from the 


: ; : : arena into a Seattle snowstorm, I figured 
Jordan Larson points to the crowd while celebrating with her teammates after scoring a point in the fourth set against Penn State at [had witnessed the aa match that I'd ; 
Qwest Center Omaha on Dec. 18, 2008. (Jacob Hannah) tn said pee aha 
aie Si Pi Peres SS. a = a — - = = ver See. 
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Little did I know it would snow in Ne- 
braska the next week, and the Huskers 
would stage a storm of their own against 
Penn State. 

Former Husker great Darin Erstad, 
someone who knows a little bit about 
competition, ranks it as the single-best 
Husker sporting event that he’s been a 
part of. 

“JT don’t know how anyone could have 
been prouder of that performance,’ 
Erstad said. “It went beyond winning 
and losing.” 

Ina way, that’s the beauty of Nebraska 
volleyball. Yes, Terry Pettit, John Cook 
and others have built a program so suc- 
cessful that it has few rivals in college 
sports, but it’s that and more. 

It’s fans who cheer not only the team’s 
superstars, but the role players. 

It’s young girls in the state who aspire 
to not just be like their favorite player, 
but to be the next great one at Nebraska. 

It’s the sport of volleyball, one that al- 
lows female athletes to be athletic, to 
play with emotion, and to simply com- 
pete. 

This book was published to document 
all of those stories, but we know they 
don’t end here. 

“The cool thing about the Husker vol- 
leyball book is the chapters just keep 
writing themselves,” a fan wrote. “Here’s 
hoping we never have to put it down” 


Nebraska senior Rachel Schwartz serves to Penn S 
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The Huskers prepare for the third set against Penn State in 2008. While NU lost the match, it didn’t da 


mpen the enthusiasm built during a remarkable season. (Heidi Hoffman) 
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To our valued customers: 


If you are a longtime DuTeau customer, let us take this opportunity 
to once again extend our sincere appreciation for allowing us to — 
serve you and the community of Lincoln for the past 80 years. Our 
success and longevity would not be possible without your patronage, 
If today is your first experience with DuTeau Chevrolet ¢ Subaru, 


let us assure you that everything we do today is not just for today, 
it is truly about tomorrow and the many tomorrows that we would 


7200°S.27th St., Lincoln 


402.420.3300 800.228.4183 like to have you as a member of the DuTeau family. 
www.duteau.com 


Thank you for the opportunity to serve you today. 


EOUTEAUT 


